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Urban 
Indians
Close to half of M ontana's Indians 
live off the reservation, but strive 
to maintain their cultural ties
M o n t a n a 's  I n d i a n s  w h o  c h o o s e  t o  l iv e  o f f
THE RESERVATION have w orked diligently to live in the 
American m ainstream  while trying to m aintain ties to 
their families, culture and the traditions that make them  
distinctive among the peoples of this country.
Close to half of M ontana 's  Indians live off the reservation. 
N ationw ide, 63 percent of Indians call a city or tow n off the 
reservation hom e. Yet Indian identity  has been defined 
alm ost strictly by the experience of reservation Indians.
M any N ative A m ericans profiled in this report have 
sacrificed geographic closeness to 
the ir people by living off the 
reservation, b u t they have not 
g iven u p  their identities.
The reasons they  leave are 
m any: Some, like Chauncey 
Parker, a h igh  school student, 
leave the reservation in search of a 
b e tte r education. O thers, like the 
foster father of the tw o  young 
Indian boys profiled on page 28, 
leave because they feel there are 
m ore opportun ities, econom ic and 
otherw ise, in the outside  w orld.
M aking the conscious decision 
to  live off the reservation carries 
w ith  it m ore opportun ities for 
professional success. Regent D eborah Wetsit has becom e one 
of M ontana 's m ost respected educators in an u rban  setting, 
and  h igh  school athlete M ike C havez is po ised  to becom e 
one the m ost high-profile Indian basketball p layers ever.
A nd some, like Mike C havez 's m other, M ary A nn Still 
Smoking, com e back to reconnect to the cu ltu re  that perm e­
ates their lives and provides a solid foundation. A nnita Wolf 
Black sought economic security aw ay from  hom e, yet yearns 
to return  and  help young natives.
For the several Indians pro­
filed here, being  an Indian 
has little to do  w ith  w here 
they live, b u t how  well they 
m aintain a connection to their 
tribe, their fam ily and  their 
culture. The Little Shell tribe 
has never had  a reservation, 
yet its m em bers strongly 
identify w ith  their heritage, 
even w hile as indiv iduals 
they struggle to gain accep­
tance in an  overw helm ingly 
w hite  w orld.
These people m ay live off 
the reservation, b u t they have 
fought to retain  their 
identities. To them , being a N ative A m erican dep en d s no t on 
w here you live, bu t how  you live.
-Paige Parker and Julie Sarasqueta
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Tab, e of Ur ban Indians
Brothers
M att and Barry 
w eren 't raised 
w ith family on 
the reservation. 
N ow  they 
s tradd le  the 
line betw een 
the w hite 
com m unity  
they know  and 
the Indian 
cu ltu re  they 
have begun to 
explore.
S to r y  b y  
N a te  S chw eber  
P h o to s  b y  
J e r e m y  L urg io
28
Chosen 16
H istory  tu rn s  its eyes to Mike C havez, a 16-year-old 
from H eart Butte w ho  is poised to becom e M ontana's 
m ost successful Indian basketball p layer ever.
S to ry  b y  Kevin V a n  V a lk e n b u rg  • P h o to s  b y  Linda T h o m p so n
Taking A ction  20
In form ing the M ontana Indian People 's Action, Janet 
R obideau found her true  voice— a voice that pierces 
th rough  social inequities and dem ands change.
S to ry  b y  K odi H irs t  • P h o to s  b y  C assan d ra  Eliasson
Education 24
Some Indian paren ts send their children to schools off 
the reservation to learn about life in the Am erican 
m ainstream .
S to ry  b y  Lisa W illiam s • P h o to s  b y  Ju n ich i  K uzuoka
H om eward
A nnita Wolf Black struggles to w ork  as a tu to r for 
Indian kids— and  raise her ow n  ch ild ren— w hile 
a ttend ing  college, so  she can  re tu rn  to her reservation 
and  share her know ledge.
S to ry  b y  Jason Begay • P h o to s  By C h a r lo t t e  R u sh to n
Landless
Urban by necessity rather than choice, M ontana's Little 
Shell tribe has never had a reservation. Its m em bers 
continue the struggle to w in federal recognition.
S to ry  b y  Jim W ilkson  •  P h o to s  b y  L indsey N e lson
Balance
For D eborah Wetsit, gu id ing  fu ture  generations dow n 
the  path  betw een tw o w orlds m eans leading  by exam ­
ple.
S to r y  b y  M a r y  K a m e sn k y  • P h o to s  b y  N ico le  C a t ta n e o
M o n ta n a 's  Indians 3
r  hosen
Mike Chavez, a 
16-year-old from Heart Butte 
on  the  Blackfeet Reservation, 
is poised to  become the most 
celebrated Indian basketball 
player ever. Can he succeed 
where o thers  haven't?
S t o r y  by  
Kevin 
V a n  V a lk e n b u rg  
P h o t o g r a p h y  by  
Linda T h o m p so n
"In the outside world, a person can be a hero one 
second and a nobody the next. Think about it. Do 
while people remember the names o f those guys who 
dove into that icy river to rescue passengers from  
that plane wreck a few  years back? Hell, white peo­
ple don't even remember the names o f the dogs ivho 
save entire families from  burning up in house fires 
by barking. And, to be honest, I don't remember 
those names either, but a reservation hero is remem­
bered. A  reservation hero is forever."
—  S herm an  A lexie
"T he O n ly  T raffic S ignal on the
R eserva tion  D o esn 't F lash R ed A nym ore"
Hl e  m oves slow ly  w ith  the  circle, crossing 
the  floor of the  yellow  gym  w ith  h is  m outh  
sligh tly  ajar a n d  his large h ead  bow ed . H is 
steps, w hich  rou tine ly  com e in the  form  of 
th u n d e ro u s  strid es  across th is  basketball court, 
now  shuffle w ith  the q u ie t harm o n y  o f  a tw o- 
s tep  rhy thm , g u id e d  by the  echoes o f  d ru m s in 
h is  ears.
The danc ing  in the  p o w w o w  p icks u p  speed 
an d  the tw o-step  rhy thm  g ives w ay  to a tight- 
lipped  sm ile. H e  tries a t  tim es to  h id e  h is 
em barrassm en t a t all th is, especially  w hen  they 
sh o u t h is  nam e. "M ike C havez, h e  rocks the 
rez!" the  p resen ters  tease.
C u p p e d  in h is  g ia n t rig h t h an d  is the  gold  
a n d  silver tro p h y  from  the  sta te  cham pionsh ip , 
w hich  m eans a s  m uch  a s  an y th in g  to  h im . But 
in h is left h an d  is the  arm  of h is m other, M ary 
A nn, w h o  m eans a  thousand  tim es m ore.
O n  M ike 's b road  16-year-old sho u ld ers  sits 
a h isto ry  of Ind ian  basketball p layers  w ho 
h av e  failed to  m ake it off th e  reservation.
This h isto ry  p u ts  nam es to  the  sh a d o w s tha t 
dance on  the H ea rt Butte gym  w all beh ind
him . These shadow s, like old m en on fron t 
porches, tell stories. They tell o f legends, past 
p rom ise a n d  now  o f h o p es forgotten.
See tha t on e  there, the  q u ie t shadow  w atch­
ing  the  dancing  an d  sing ing  from  tire com er? 
M aybe th a t's  Scottie L ittle Dog, once th e  heart­
bea t o f H eart Butte, the  p r id e  o f  the Blackfeet 
Reservation. W hen so  m any  see C havez these 
days, it is Little D og they rem em ber. A basket­
ball p layer so ta len ted . L ittle Dog w o u ld  d o n  a 
feather in h is long, b ra id ed  h a ir  du rin g  
w arm u p s, stir the crow d  to  a  v irtua l m ael­
strom , then leave them  breath less as h e  soared 
over an  opposing  team  for 30 points. W here is 
he  now ? D ead. S tabbed to  d ea th  one n igh t, all 
tha t p rom ise  gone forever.
A nd w h a t of those sh ad o w s over there? 
Surely  th a t on e  m u st b e  Larry P retty  Weasel, 
s ta r  a t  H ard in  H igh School ju st over 40 years 
ago. H e  w as p e rh a p s  the  g rea test N ative 
A m erican basketball p lay er ever. But he, too, 
c o u ld n 't succeed off the  reservation , d rink ing
his w ay  o u t o f a scholarship  a t Billings' Rocky 
M ounta in  College, th e  open ing  act for this 
ongoing  trag ed y  tha t sp a n s  decades an d  
covers generations.
T here a re  so many, it h u r ts  to say their 
nam es. P erhaps the tall s ilhouettes of Jonathan 
Takes Enem y an d  Elvis O ld  Bull a re  here too. 
They w ere  once like M ike C havez , such 
exceptional p layers  a t  such  a young  age, bu t 
p layers  w ho  saw  the ir d ream s trainw recked  by 
alcohol.
These a re  the w atchful eyes of so  m any 
N ative A m erican  basketball p layers  w ho  have 
d o n e  w h a t M ike C havez h as  done: instilled 
h o p e  a n d  in sp ired  dream s. The d ream  tha t just 
on e  g rea t N ative A m erican p lay er w ill n o t only 
m ake it off the  reservation  to  p lay  college bas­
ketball, b u t w ill so ar th rough  college arenas, 
erasing  all the failures o f  Ind ians in  M ontana 
he  grew  u p  h ea rin g  ab o u t in  qu ie t w h isp e rs  on 
uneven  b lack top  courts . It is now  M ike 
C havez 's  chance a t  the  dream .
Mike C havez is busy signing au to g rap h s afte r th e  Hi-Line Invitational Tournam ent in M alta
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But w h ere  d o e s  o n e  beg in?  O n the  basket­
ball court?  In the  hom e? W ith the h ighs o r  the 
low s? D on 't s ta rt w ith  w hat m ade C havez 
fam ous, the S tate C lass C  basketball cham pi­
onsh ip  h e  a n d  h is  h igh  school. H eart Butte, just 
w on in this, M ike's sophom ore year. T h a t’s  too 
far into the  sto ry  yet. In th is ep ic tug-of-w ar 
that represen ts M ike C havez 's  p as t an d  future, 
w e begin w here all th ings begin— in the w om b, 
w ith  the m o th er o f the  boy  w ho  could  som e­
day  ch an g e  failures in to  trium ph .
"M ike a lm ost d ied  w hen  h e  w as b o m ,"  says 
h is m other, M ary A nn  Still Sm oking. "H e w as 
four w eeks p rem a tu re , ye t h e  w as  still 8 an d  
1 /2  p o u n d s . C an  you  im agine how  big he 
w ou ld  h av e  been? H e w as very  asthm atic  an d  
could  h a rd ly  b rea the  though . It w as tw o  d ay s  
before I cou ld  ev en  h o ld  h im ."
It w as  the p o o r s id e  of Billings a n d  M ary 
A nn, a  m em ber of the  N orthern  C heyenne 
tribe, h ad  given  b irth  to  a  baby  boy w ith  
M exican, C row  an d  N o rth e rn  C heyenne blood. 
M ike w as the fou rth  a n d  la st o f  h e r  ch ildren , 
the b aby  to  tw o  sisters an d  a  brother. But h is 
fa ther w as  n o w h ere  to  be found . M ary  A nn 
w o u ld  ra ise  all o f them  alone. "W hen  M ichael 
w as  b o m , h e  looked v ery  black. N o on e  w an t­
ed  to claim  h im ," M ary  A nn says. "T ha t's  the 
tru th . T hey d id n 't  w an t h im . N ot h is  father, no t 
h is  fa th e r 's  m other."
But M ichael C h av ez 's  m o th er d id . H is 
m o th er w an te d  h im  m ore than  any th ing . She 
w an ted  h im  so  m uch  m ore than  the d ru g s  an d  
alcohol sh e  knew  sh e  w as  add ic ted  to. She 
knew  the  tw o  cou ld  n o t go  h an d  in  hand .
"T h a t's  the  k in d  o f  life s ty le  I led, ju st d rin k ­
ing an d  using ,"  M ary  A nn says, h e r  eyes d a r t­
ing to  the  floor for a second , b u t n o t o u t o f
Left: Mike C havez 
shares so m e laughs 
with te a m m a te s  in 
their h o m e gym  in 
H eart Butte, w here 
they  w ere  being  
ho n o red  by their 
com m unity. The 
"Warriors” from Heart 
Butte High School 
w on th e  Division C 
s ta te  cham pionship.
Below: At th e  Hl-Une 
Invitational in Malta. 
C h av ez  w en t ag a in st 
the  to p  players in the  
s ta te  a n d  scord  51 
points in o n e  g am e .
sham e. "Basically, o u r family, like an y  family, 
h as  lo ts  o f good  an d  b ad  in  it. I k new  I n eed ed  
a change to g ive  m y  k id s  a chance."
The boy  w as  so big a t  b irth , ev en  w h en  he 
g o t to  school h e  w as teased  because of h is  large 
features. But a s  h e  g rew  it m e an t no th ing . Even 
as a ch ild  h e  found  peace on  basketball court. 
"In  Billings, there is a lw ays a  gam e,"  M ike 
says. "M y bro ther, Francis, w e  w ere  a lw ays 
ju s t p lay ing  w hen  w e  w ere  young . I w o u ld  ju st 
s it a n d  s tu d y  the  gam e w ith  h im . H e  w as  a  lit­
tle o ld e r than  m e so  I guess I tagged  afte r him  
a  lot. All w e  d id  there w as ju st p lay  ball g ro w ­
ing  u p ."
A nd  so  the  p a tte rn  began . Basketball w as 
a lw ay s to  b e  h is  escape. Because tire ghetto , th e  
using , the s trugg les  o f fam ily— all o f them
w o u ld  d isa p p e a r  in the  rhy thm  o f the  gam e. 
H o u r afte r hou r, ev en  w h en  h e  sh o u ld  have 
been  too y o u n g  u n d e rs ta n d  it, h e  seem ed  to 
realize th is . "H e  cam e hom e, ev en  in k in d e r­
g arten  an d  said . M om , w e p layed  basketball 
to d a y  an d  I w as  th e  on ly  on e  w h o  k n ew  all the  
ru le s ,' "  M ary  A nn  says. "T his gam e ... It's  in 
h is  heart. H e ju st lives it. I c a n 't  exp la in  it."
By the  tim e h e  w as 10 years o ld , h e  w as 
a lread y  b eg in n in g  to  sh o w  so  m uch  prom ise . 
E very  d a y  h e  a n d  h is  frien d s w o u ld  kick  up  
d u s t on  the co u rts  u n til the re  w as  no  lig h t left 
in the  day. If you cou ld  d rib b le  a  basketball, o r 
ev en  if y o u  w ere  ju st w illing  to  learn , you  w ere 
ok  by  M ike.
A nd  so  h ere  is h is to ry  aga in , ev en  a t  age 10 
beg inn ing  to  lean  its full bu lk  ag a in st the  boy, 
th rea ten in g  to  c ru sh  h im  u n d e r the  w eigh t of 
expecta tions a s  it has so m any  before him . 
B asketball for N a tiv e  A m ericans is  so  p o w e r­
ful, evok ing  su ch  passion , i t  can  n ev e r b e  just 
a b o u t the  gam e for M ike C havez.
" I t 's  s tran g e  som etim es,"  M ike w o u ld  say 
m a n y  y ears  later. "W hen  y o u 're  y o ung , you 
can ju st p la y  basketball. W hy d o n 't  y o u  ju st 
leave it a t that?  You w o u ld n 't h e a r  som eone 
say, 'O h , h e 's  a  g o o d  w h ite  guy. H e 's  a  g rea t 
w h ite  p lay er.' But no , y o u  h ea r  it all th e  tim e. 
'H e 's  a  g o o d  Ind ian . H e 's  a  g rea t N ative  
A m erican  p layer.' W hy ca n 't it ju s t b e  ab o u t 
basketball?"
But life isn 't  ju s t a b o u t basketba ll. M ary 
A n n  knew  that. S h e 'd  h a d  e n o u g h  o f  o d d  jobs 
an d  sc rap in g  to g e th er ren t m oney  each  m onth . 
E no u g h  o f  th is m u rk y  w o rld  o f  alcohol. "It w as 
tim e  to  m ake  a ch an g e  for the b e tte rm en t of 
m y  ch ild ren , w h o m  I love  fiercely," M ary  A nn 
says. She h a d  m e t som eone, a good  m an ,
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This g am e  ... 
It's in his 
heart. He just 
lives it. I ca n 't 
explain it.
M a ry  A n n  S till  
S m o k in g
M ik e  C h a v e z 's  
m o th e r
/ /
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Some
colleges will 
look dow n on 
you because 
you're  an 
Indian. ... 
They're wary 
of giving you 
a scholarship 
because of 
something 
you have no 
control over.
M ik e  C h av ez  
/ /
A bove: Mary Ann Still Smoking sits on  th e  e d g e  
of her seat, cheering  on  her son. during th e  
Hi-Line Invitational Tournam ent.
Right: C havez w aits for his aw a rd s  with his 
mother, Mary Ann Still Smoking, a n d  stepfather. 
Joseph  Still Smoking.
Joseph  Still S m oking. He w ou ld  help  her 
s tay  s tra ig h t, p e rh a p s  act as the  father Mike 
a n d  h is  o ld e r  sister Roy-Alle never had.
It w as  geo g rap h y  th a t w as w ithho ld ing  the 
chance a t  a  b e tte r  life, she  decided . To g ive her 
fam ily  a chance, they w o u ld  h av e  to  leave 
ev e ry th in g , the ir Billings friends, fam ily an d  
schools, a n d  journey  far across the state.
N o rth , sh e  though t. The Blackfeet Reservation. 
Jo seph  w as  an  en ro lled  Blackfeet; p e rh a p s  they 
w o u ld  find  com fort w ith  family. She could  go  
in to  trea tm en t a n d  never look back.
A nd  so  they sa id  goodbye an d  they d rove, 
M ike a n d  Roy-Alle w atch ing  the city they 
ca lled  h o m e g row  sm aller in the distance.
T hey d ro v e  across countless hou rs o f  flat, 
em p ty  M ontana farm land , w here  th e  horizon 
stre tches its  w ings so  w ide, you  sw ea r you  can 
a lm ost see  the cu rv e  o f  the earth . T he drove 
un til they  reached  m ounta ins, pow erful, sharp  
m o u n ta in s  w hose peaks flirted w ith  clouds 
tha t b lanketed  them  w ith  snow. Eventually  
they  took  a w in d in g  road  covered w ith  snow  
an d  ice th a t snaked  its  w ay  over the  rocky 
landscape. Soon they saw  a tow n w ith o u t 
sto res, b a rs  o r  tem ptations. All it had  w as a 
p o st office. M ike C havez an d  his fam ily had 
fo u n d  H eart Butte, pop u la tio n  500.
"To ju s t go from  Billings to  H eart Butte like 
t h a t ... it so  w as  depressing ," M ike says. "1 d id ­
n 't  know  anyone. 1 left a lot o f p eop le  beh ind  
w h en  w e m oved . All I w ould  d o  in H eart 
B utte is ju st p lay  basketball. T hat's  how  1 m ade 
frien d s ... just p lay ing  ball all day."
P ic tu re  a  ru n  dow n  house, in  n eed  of a 
p a in t job a n d  so m e se rio u s atten tion . In the 
back g ro u n d  is a  boy, in  a  m a n 's  body, qu ie tly  
shoo ting  a  basketball a t  an o ld  ru s ty  rim . This 
w as  the  M argie K ennedy  D rug  a n d  Alcohol 
R ehab C enter, th is w as  M ike and th is w as 
hom e. T h is is w here  they  becam e a family, th is 
tim e for good.
"L iv ing  a t th e  M argie K ennedy C enter, I 
know  M ichael learned  to apprecia te  th ings 
m ore ,"  M ary  A nn 
says. " I t w as  p retty  
ru g g ed  there I guess.
M y fam ily  an d  som e 
of the  o th e r  residents 
he lped  rem odel it, 
d o in g  carpen try , p a in t­
ing, w h a tev er w e 
cou ld  d o . I d o n 't  know  
h o w  to  exp la in  it. It 
w as a situation  that
w e h a d  to b e  in a t the tim e. It w as a  w ay  to be 
clean and sober. They w ere no t asham ed 
though. T hey w ere no t asham ed  tha t w e w ere 
hom eless because they  knew  I w as  sober an d  
th a t's  w hat it took. In Billings, th ings w ere so 
easy, b u t a t M argie K ennedy there w as no th ­
ing. We d id n 't  h av e  w hat w e had  in  Billings, 
b u t w e  w ere a  fam ily there."
It w as no t a  perfect fit a t  first. M ike an d  his 
sister w ere lonesom e, m issing friends back 
hom e in Billings. They h a d n 't  g row n up  on  a 
reservation. M ost o f the ir friends w ere 
C aucasian  or black. N ow  everyw here they 
tu rned  w ere only  Indians. It w asn 't bad, bu t it 
w asn 't the  sam e. In Billings, there w ere courts 
stretch ing  as for ? city  block, perfectly  m an i­
cured  nets hang ing  from  freshly pa in ted  rims. 
In H eart Butte there w as one ru sty  hoop  hold­
ing up  a  fraying net. Eventually, h is  family 
m oved ou t o f the cen ter an d  into the ir ow n 
hom e. M ary A nn an d  Joseph bo th  go t jobs in 
Brow ning, a t the Blackfeet Chem ical 
D ependency Center. M ary A nn w an ted  to  help 
peop le w ith  strugg les ju st like hers. But the 
reservation  rem ained  foreign to M ike. H e  w ent 
to  school an d  m et people, b u t h e  w as quiet, 
barely speak ing  to  those h e  d id n 't  know . He 
w as a  city  boy. Everything h ere  w as different.
Everything, except basketball. O n  the court, 
w ith  a ball in h is hands, o rd er re tu rn ed  to  h is 
w orld. A nd again, peop le began  to notice.
Daryl Croff, now  H eart B utte 's assistant 
coach, rem em bers it. "1 w as coaching a t 
Browning H igh School a t the tim e M ike w as in 
ab o u t seventh  g rad e  an d  I rem em ber com ing 
hom e one n ig h t an d  te lling  m y  w ife, 'Jeez, 
H eart Butte h as  go t a  kid w ho  is p re tty  d a m  
ta le n te d / "  C roff says. "You ju st d o n 't  see  k ids 
h is size tha t ta lented  very  often. Even early  on 
I th ink  w e knew  he w as  go ing to  be a p layer 
th a t w o u ld  d o  b ig  th ings."
N ot even  enough  tim e to se t h is  feet an d  
a lready  a n ew  g ro u p  of p eop le  w ith  hopes an d  
expectations locked the ir eyes on Mike
Chavez. L ittle k ids s to p p e d  to  w atch  him  on 
th e  p layg round . Boys from  B row ning and sur­
ro und ing  com m unities called  h im  a n d  asked 
him  if h e  w ou ld  p lay  on  the ir team s a t sum ­
m er cam ps. M ike h ard ly  h a d  tim e to  eat d in ­
ner, h e  had  so m a n y  gam es to  p lay  in.
This is w hy  the  boy will stum ble, if history 
is the judge. Because everyw here  h e  goes, he 
w ill carry  so  m uch  for just a  boy. N orthern  
C heyenne, Crow, Blackfeet— it does no t matter. 
Everyone w an ts  a  hero  so  bad ly  tha t one day 
the w eigh t w ill becom e too m uch an d  it will 
overw helm  him . Every sh o t canno t be just for 
M ike C havez; the  h o p es of the  w hole com m u­
n ity  will be beh ind  it.
But m aybe o thers d id n 't  u n d erstan d , the 
w ay M ary A nn Still Sm oking does.
" I 'v e  a lw ays tried  to  instill in m y kids 
respect, you  know ?" M ike 's m other says. "You 
ca n 't ge t anyw here  in th is  w orld  w ithou t giv­
ing peop le respect; it d o e sn 't m a tte r w hat your 
lifestyle or occupation  is. H e d o e sn 't have a big 
head. H is uncle, Eugene Limpy, an excellent 
basketball p lay er for St. Labre, told h im . You 
a lw ays rem em ber w ho  w as there for you. A  lot 
of peop le a re  go ing  to w an t to g rab  on to you, 
b u t you rem em ber y o u r m other a n d  w hat she 
d id  for y o u .' "
M ary A nn ta u g h t M ike to  respect others, 
b u t also instilled  in  h im  self-respect.
She rem em bers w hen  M ike cam e hom e one 
n ig h t from  shooting. It w as th e  sum m er he'd  
s ta rted  to grow  com fortable w ith  H eart Butte. 
T he su m m er h e  found  friends. Together they 
found a sh ared  love o f  basketball.
"H ey  m om ," he said.
"W hat is  it M ichael?" she  asked.
" I 'm  go ing  to  p u t  H ea rt Butte on  the m ap," 
h e  sa id  quietly. " I 'm  going to  p u t i t  on the 
m ap."
"W e laughed  an d  teased  h im  w hen  he said 
tha t,"  M ary  A nn says. "B ut in  essence, h e  did."
T h e  b o y  beg an  to  d raw  the  m a p  in high
6  M on tana 's  Indians
school. H e heard  h e  had  a sh o t a t varsity  an d  
sta rted  practicing even  harder. T hree h o u rs  a t a 
tim e. Defense, d ribb ling , le ft-handed  m oves —  
all o f  it w ou ld  g ive h im  an  ed g e  w hen  it m at­
tered, h e  told him self. You could  no t w rench 
the  basketball from  h is  h an d s , even  if you 
tried . C oun tless tim es teachers h a d  to  lecture 
h im  for d rib b lin g  in the  hallw ays betw een  
classes, b u t it w as  never a lecture w ith  any 
bark  to  it. H ow  cou ld  they n o t love M ike 
C havez, w hat w ith  h is  sh y  sm ile a n d  h is  polite 
m anners?  H e w as  a  d ecen t s tu d e n t, s tayed  ou t 
of troub le  a n d  m a d e  o thers  a ro u n d  h im  w ork  
harder.
In tha t yea r M ike 's m ind  finally m eshed  
w ith  h is  body  a n d  su d d en ly  n o  on e  h e  kn o w s 
can g u a rd  h im  on  the  court. A s a freshm an, he 
m ade  the  varsity  sq u ad . In h is  first h igh  school 
gam e, M ike C havez scored 34 points.
" I t 's  funny  b u t, you  rem em ber tha t 
G ato rade  com m ercial w here  th e  k id s  all w an t 
to  be like M ike?' "  C oach C roff says. "T hat 
h ap p en ed  (in H eart Butte) too , excep t the 
yo u n g er k id s  w an te d  to  b e  like M ike C havez."
But M ike is n o t satisfied . S ure  there a re  
even ings w hen  h e  ju st c rashes in fron t of the 
TV or talks on  the p h o n e  to  friends, b u t m ost 
day s  M ike is on  the  cou rt, d u n k in g  harder, 
ru nn ing  faster. H e goes o u t for cross-country  
because h e  w an ts  to  im prove h is  stam ina for 
h is  sophom ore basketball season. H e  goes to 
cam ps an d  trie s to  absorb  every  w o rd  tha t 
com es from  th e  coaches' m ou ths. "I h a d  to 
learn  afte r m y  freshm an y ea r  h o w  to  p la y  free, 
to  no t b e  so  tense. For so  long , if I h a d  a  d rop - 
s tep  d u n k , I’d  ju st lay  it u p ,"  M ike says. "T he 
nex t season I ju st to ld  m yself, 'If  y o u  g e t a 
good  shot, a  chance a t a  d u n k , ju st d o  it. D on 't 
th ink  ab o u t it."
T hat su m m er there w as  no  h o ld in g  the  boy 
back. M ike g o t inv ited  to  p lay  in an all-star 
to u rn am en t for h ig h  school p layers  in  Las 
Vegas, an d  som eth ing  p o w erfu l h ap p e n ed . The 
M ontana team  w as  busy  ge tting  w axed  like a 
n ew  p a in t job by  a team  o f all-stars from  N ew  
York. But n o t M ike. H e w as m o v in g  too  fast, 
w ork ing  too  h ard , getting  po in ts  an d  rebounds 
w h ile  h is team  w as being  dom inated .
In the  bleachers, a b lond , short, an im ated  
insu rance ag e n t from  P ullm an, W ash., n am ed  
C raig  B aum gartner, w h o  coaches basketball in 
h is free tim e, noticed. H e  no ticed  the big, 
sm oo th  N ative  A m erican  h o ld in g  h is  ow n  
ag a in st som e o f  the best in  the  co u n try  a n d  
w as sold .
" I 'v e  been  do ing  scouting for h igh  school 
k id s  for ab o u t the last seven years,"  says 
B aum gartner. "I k new  r ig h t aw a y  M ike w as  a 
p layer. H e h a d  a  b ig  body, a  n ice  sh o t a n d  I 
ju st felt like h e  cou ld  b e  a D ivision I p rospect. 
H is p o ten tia l is incredible.
"I ju st coach in  all m y free tim e a n d  try  an d  
g ive  k id s  a  chance to  p lay  in to u rn am en ts  
w here  they can  b e  seen  by  college coaches, 
g ive  them  adv ice  o n  how  to  ta lk  w ith  schools. 
M ike h as  a n  excellent chance."
B aum gartner h a s  seen a  lo t o f  ta len t from  
the  reservations. H e 's  a lso  seen a lot o f  failure. 
A nd  prejudice.
"A  lo t o f  colleges w ill look a t  a  p lay er from  
a rese rva tion  tha t scores 20 to  25 p o in ts  a n d  
ju st d ec id e  th ey 're  no t ready  to  take th a t gam ­
b le ," B aum gartner says. " I t 's  to u g h  because so 
m any  N ative  A m erican k id s  h av e  su ch  great 
po ten tia l, b u t  they  ju st en d  u p  fad ing  away. I 
see  it all th e  tim e w ith  k id s  from  th e  N ez Perce 
R eservation  in  Idaho . S om e coaches ju st a re n 't 
w illing  to  tak e  a  chance an y  m ore a n d  th a t's
unfair to  k id s  o u t there."
T here a re  p layers  on  reserva tions w h o  have 
a sing le gam e tha t gets ta lked  a b o u t forever. 
Told an d  reto ld  a n d  afte r aw h ile  the  details no 
longer m atter, ju st the  em o tions b eh in d  it. You 
h a d  to  h a v e  been  there, peop le  w o u ld  say.
A s a  sophom ore, M ike C havez p ro d u ce d  an 
en tire  y e a r ’s  w o rth  o f  legends.
First, the re  w as the  perfect 26-0 record  for 
th e  H ea rt B utte W arriors. T hen , in  the  state 
sem ifinals ag a in st Lam e Deer, the  B utte C ivic 
C enter, w hich  had  never so ld  o u t for a high 
school gam e, had  to  tu rn  aw ay  2,000 p eo p le  a t 
th e  gate. Behind the  baskets, h u n d re d s  of 
N ative A m erican  ch ild ren  sat w a tch in g  and 
cheering  a s  M ike C havez ca rved  u p  Lame 
D eer to  reach  the  s ta te  title gam e. A t on e  p o in t 
in the  gam e, M ike th u n d e re d  d o w n  a  d u n k  
a n d  the  d in  w as so  lo u d  h e  cou ld  n o t hear 
h im self yell a s  h e  ran  b ack  u p  the  court.
In  the  s ta te  ch am pionsh ip , M ike scored 35 
p o in ts  a n d  g rabbed  19 reb o u n d s. T he league 
m a d e  h im  the  u n an im o u s MVP. A t th e  state 
a ll-star gam e M ike, the  y o u n g es t p lay er on  the 
cou rt, ta llied  51 points.
R um ors th a t h e  is being  w atch ed  by  college 
coaches b u z z  across th e  state.
A n d  a lw ay s w atch ing , a t ev e ry  gam e, is 
M ary  A n n , try ing  n o t to  look p ro u d  a s  h e r  son  
g a llops th ro u g h  co m p etito rs  a t  sta te , som e o f  
them  h is  cousin s on  L am e D e e r 's  team , 
cousin s h e  p layed  w ith  as a  kid.
"I 'v e  b een  g one  from  m y rese rva tion  since 
1976," M ary  A nn says. "To see  a ll those  peop le  
again  w as  am azing . M ike sa id  to  m e, M om , 
I 'v e  go t relatives n o w  I n ev e r e v e n  k new  I 
h a d .' I guess I h a v e  so m e reg ret a b o u t m y  k id s  
n o t really  k n o w in g  m y  rela tives in  Lam e 
Deer."
At a  pow w ow  held  in 
honor o f  th e  Heart 
Butte Warriors, th e  
com m unity a n d  te a m  
m em bers partic ia te  in 
th e  victory d a n c e .  An 
a n n o u n c e r  told th e  
crow d. "In th e  old 
days, w e  w ould bring 
sca lp s  h o m e  from 
battle ; now  w e  bring 
h o m e basketballs, 
n e ts  a n d  trophies.”
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A nd  so  w hen  M ike 's g randm other o n  h is 
fa th e r 's  s id e  w an te d  in  M ike 's an d  h is  s is te r 's  
life, M ary  A nn  d id  n o t object. The boy  they 
w a n te d  no  p a r t o f w hen  h e  w as  b o m  w as now  
on e  o f  them . They sa t nex t to M ary A nn  an d  
cheered  a t  basketball tournam ents.
" I  h av e  a  lo t o f resen tm ent b u t 1 keep  it to 
m yself," M ary A nn says. "I h av e  a lo t of 
resen tm en t tow ards the fathers of m y ch ildren , 
b u t o u t of love  for m y  kids, I've le t their 
g ran d p a ren ts  g e t acquain ted . 1 d o n 't  really 
care for th e  phon iness o f  it all, b u t I know  
M ichael kn o w s w h o  w as there for him ."
So m aybe h e  can w in. M aybe th a t's  w hy  the 
boy  m eans so  m uch  m ore than  just basketball. 
M aybe h e  can  b rin g  together fam ilies a n d  help 
heal o ld  w o u n d s  tha t h av e  been  left o pen  for 
decades. Isn 't th a t a greater feat than an y  d u n k  
o r  rebound?
A lread y  college scou ts a re  eye ing  h im .
W ashington State, M ontana, M ontana S tate are 
sa id  to  be am o n g  them . Every Frontier school 
w an ts  a shot. The gam e tha t started  o u t as h is 
safe h a rb o r from  the v iolent sea of life su d d e n ­
ly is becom ing  a  ca tapu lt to a  dream .
C ollege basketball. T hat w as all the boy 
ev e r  really  w an ted , w asn 't it? He a n d  his 
b ro ther Francis w ou ld  s it g lued  to the  televi­
sion , n o t ju st w atch ing  b u t d igesting  every  col­
lege gam e they  could . H is friends d ream ed  
ab o u t the  NBA, bu t n o t Mike. Sure h e  loves 
basketball, b u t he know s basketball isn 't all life 
offers.
" I t 's  ju st m y  d ream  to  p lay  in college," M ike 
says. "1 w an t to  p lay  so bad. I 'v e  alw ays 
s tayed  aw ak e  d ream in g  abou t the  N C A A  tour­
n am en t, ab o u t p lay ing  in it. I 've w an ted  it for 
as long a s  I can  rem em ber. But you  know  
w h at?  Just because you  g e t there d o esn 't m ean 
y o u 'v e  m a d e  it. T hat's  probably  the hardest 
th ing , s tay ing  in  college. You've go t to  m ain ­
tain. T h a t's  w hat so  m any  people d o n 't  real­
ize."
A nd  so  h e  has p rom ised  h is  m other, 
because it w as so im portan t to  her, th a t h e  will 
n ev e r lose s igh t of the goal. G rad u a tin g  from 
college. T hat is all tha t w ill m atter.
But will h e  be the nex t one? D on W etzel 
cam e off the  reservation  in 1967 an d  p layed  
ball for the U niversity  o f  M ontana, the  only 
Ind ian  to p lay  D ivision 1 basketball an d  stay 
long enough  to ea rn  a degree. M any m ore 
have tried to  follow. N o t an o th er h as  succeed­
ed.
M ike C havez know s the  dangers.
"Som e colleges will look d o w n  on you 
because y o u 're  an  Ind ian ," he says. "They'll 
question  because y o u 're  Ind ian  o r  y o u 're  from 
a reserva tion  abou t w hether you  can  h an d le  it 
because of the  h isto ry  of N ative A m erican 
p layers  before w ho  have m aybe gone to  col­
lege for a sem ester an d  qu it because they 
c o u ld n 't h and le  it. T hey 'll p u t  you  in  th a t sam e 
g roup . T hey 're w ary  of g iv ing  you  a  scholar­
sh ip  because of som eth ing  you  h av e  n o  control 
over."
T hree years ago M ike w atched  as a  w iry 
N ative A m erican p o in t g u a rd  nam ed  J.R. 
C am el from  St. Ignatius led the U niversity  of 
M ontana in to  the  N CAA tou rnam en t, th e  place 
M ike d ream s abou t. In a  first ro u n d  gam e 
against even tua l cham pion  Kentucky, C am el 
p layed  w ell even though  th e  G rizzlies w ere 
ru n  off the court. Before the re  w as  M ike 
C havez , there w as  J.R. C am el. H e  w as the 
p layer w h o  cou ld  overcom e all the history, set 
a  n ew  stan d ard  for N ative A m ericans.
But it  d id n 't  happen . Like m any  o th e r m en 
w ho  cam e from  the  reservations ca rry in g  the 
hopes of so  m any  w ith  them , C am el w alked 
aw ay  before it w as su p p o sed  to end . O n ly  a 
te rse press release an n ounced  h is  d ep a rtu re  
a fte r four exciting, y e t tu rb u le n t y ears  d u rin g  
w hich  h e  becam e o n e  o f  th e  leag u e 's  b es t p la y ­
ers, b u t also  go t su sp e n d ed  for g e ttin g  a  DUI
an d  falling b eh in d  in  school. Just w hen  it 
looked  like h e  w o u ld  be the  on e  to  m ake it, 
like h e  finally h a d  every th in g  in o rder, Cam el 
left. H e said  la ter on ly  th a t h is  fam ily needed 
h im  m ore than  basketball d id . H is  d au g h ter 
w as b o m  p rem atu re ly  an d  su d d en ly  basketball 
d id n 't  seem  so im p o rta n t anym ore.
"A  lot o f gu y s looked  u p  to  h im ," Chavez 
says of C am el. "H e p la y ed  college ball and 
w as  one of the  on ly  N ative  A m ericans to do  
that. 1 w atched  h im  som etim es. I 'v e  seen him  
a t to u rn am en ts  an d  I 've  heard  peop le p u t him  
dow n  afte r he qu it. I th in k  th a t 's  w rong. Think 
abou t it; it 's  ju st basketball. It's  just a  gam e we 
p lay  for fun.
"These peop le w ho  s it the re  in  the  stands 
an d  judge  a person , like J.R. o r  Elvis [Old Bull] 
a n d  ge t m ad  a t h im  because  h e  w as so good 
b u t now  h e 's  ju st s itting  a t  hom e, th a t's  w rong. 
They d o n 't  know . T hey  d o n 't  know  the pres­
su re  th a t th ey 're  p u ttin g  on  them . All these 
p ressu res o f hav ing  a  lo t o f N ative  A m ericans 
com e before them  an d  no t m ake it, it 's  a lo t of 
w eight to carry.
"If you  d o n 't  m ake it, they 'll p u t you dow n. 
‘H e 's  too d u m b ,' they  say. O r 'H e 's  too lazy.' I 
d o n 't th ink  they  sh o u ld  d o  that."
The U niversity  of M o n tan a 's  D on H olst 
u n d erstan d s those  sen tim en ts. O rig inally  from 
H avre, H olst h as  d o n e  w h a t a lm ost no  on e  else 
in the  sta te  has— played  w ith  an d  coached 
som e of M on tana 's  finest N ative A m erican 
basketball p layers. H e kn o w s all ab o u t th e  h is­
tory, how  it leans on  the  g rea t p layers  today 
even  m ore than  it  d id  then.
"You know , it goes clear back to  guys like 
W illie W eeks, a  g u y  I p la y ed  aga inst w hen  he 
p layed  a t M ontana S tate ," H olst says. "H e w as 
one of the  m ost ta len ted  basketball p layers I've 
ever seen. H e  h a d  a left-handed  ju m p e r that 
w as ju st aw esom e. H e led h is  team  in scoring 
h is sophom ore year a n d  then  poof, h e  w as 
gone."
A bove; At th e  honor pow w ow  in 
Heart Butte. C havez responds to  
th e  com m unity 's w arm  w elcom e.
Left: C havez listens to  instructions 
during a  tim eout a t  the  Class C 
All-Star g a m e  in Malta.
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H olst says h e 's  troubled  tha t the re  a re n 't 
m ore N ative A m ericans on  M o n tan a 's  basket­
ball teams.
"I know  there is a lo t o f  ta len t on  the reser­
vations," h e  says. "You have to  look a t N ative 
A m erican k id s  as p ioneers in som e respects. 
They have a hard  row  to  ho e  try ing  to  m ake it. 
It's  such a d iffe ren t clim ate socially  a n d  cu ltu r­
ally. W hat exam ples d o  they have?"
H olst says so m e coaches m ay  n o t w an t to 
take a chance on  a  N ative A m erican player.
But he believes C havez will b e  recruited.
"D o you  take a  chance on  a N ative 
A m erican kid?" h e  asks. "D efinitely. You look 
a t  each  case in d iv id u a lly  a n d  y o u  h ope  th is  is 
the o n e . ... 1 w o u ld  n ev e r n o t recru it a  kid 
because o f  h is  nationality . You d o n 't  stop  
recru iting  C aucasians because on e  d o esn 't 
w ork  out. W hy sh o u ld  it be an y  different?"
O n e o f  M ike 's  m en to rs  kn o w s the  strugg les 
personally. G ary  C om es A t N igh t, a vo lun teer 
assistan t coach a t  H eart Butte, had  a  chance to 
p lay  college basketball a t  U M  afte r a s tan d o u t 
career a t  B row ning b u t left school because of 
personal problem s.
"Trying to  a d ju s t to  college life w as a  lot 
tougher," says C om es A t N ight, w ho  w orks for 
the Blackfeet tr ib e  a s  a  pe tro leu m  eng ineer and 
w ho  says h e  h as  been  sober n o w  for 26 years. 
"It w as h a rd  for m e to  leave the  closeknit p a rt 
o f the  fam ily  on  th e  reservation . You h av e  to 
m ake u p  y o u r  m in d  ab o u t w h a t you  w an t, I 
guess. M ike w ill learn  that."
Is M ike C havez so  different? H e  m ig h t have 
to be. It m ig h t b e  too  m uch  to  take if som eone 
as strong  as h e  is d o e sn 't m ake  it. Too m uch  
for the  n ex t M ike C havez to  overcom e. W hy 
w ill h e  be the  one?
M aybe because som ehow , ev en  a t 16, the 
boy h as  the  ab ility  to  s tep  o u ts id e  h im self and 
know  w h a t he is looking  at. H e  kn o w s abou t 
the d angers  o f alcohol, n o t from  a class o r  a 
sem inar, b u t  because  h e  h as  lived  them ."M om , 
I know  I'll b e  the  w o rs t o n e  of them  all," he
to ld  h e r  one n ight. "O nce I take a d rin k , I 
know  it 's  over." A nd so h e  d o es n o t touch  the 
stuff. Says h e  never will. K now s it is so p rev a­
lent on  bo th  sides of h is  family. K now s it  has 
des troyed  the d ream s of so m any before him .
" I 'v e  seen  a lo t of p layers, even  friends of 
m ine, w ith  so m uch ta len t they could  b e  the 
best p layer in the sta te ," M ike says. "B ut alco­
hol p u ts  them  do w n . T em ptation  is  every ­
w here  on  th e  reservation . A lcohol is every ­
w here. I 'v e  seen w hat it d o es  to people. I know  
th a t if I w an t to b e  good  a t basketball, alcohol 
c a n 't  h e lp  any. I d o n 't  see th e  reason to  d o  it. 
Everybody a lw ay s ta lks ab o u t E lvis O ld  Bull, 
how  h e  cou ld  h av e  been  the  g rea test b u t alco­
hol k ep t h im  dow n. I d o n 't  w an t tha t."
H is friends tease h im , try  to m ake  him  
d rin k  anyw ay, b u t it d o e sn 't m atter. H e does 
n o t listen to  a w o rd  they  say.
"S om etim es on  a  reservation , a n y  tim e 
som eone s ta rts  to sh ine , there are p eo p le  w ho  
w ill try  a n d  m ake  them  d rin k  an d  sm oke to 
p u ll them  back  d o w n  to  th e ir  level," M ary  A nn 
says. "B ut M ike 's  too good  for that. H e 's  too 
crazy  ab o u t basketball. H e  w an ts  to  m eet h is 
full po ten tia l. I th ink  h e 's  a  role m odel because 
of th a t."
B aum gartner w o rrie s  th a t M ike h a s  few  role 
m odels h im self. "If M ike m akes it, p lay s  D-I 
basketball an d  g rad u a te s , I th in k  it co u ld  b e  an 
incredible influence," h e  says. "It cou ld  open  
m ore d o o rs  for k id s  like him . But I th ink  h e 's  
som eone w ho  is go ing  to  n ee d  som e g u idance  
along  the  way."
But h e  w ill m ake it, h is m o th e r  says. H e 
w ill, because h e  kn o w s w h a t i t  m eans if he 
d o es no t.
"H e  w ill b e  ab le  to  h an d le  it  w h erev e r h e  
goes to  college an d  h e  w ill su rv iv e ,"  M ary  A nn  
says. "I know  h e  will. It d o e sn 't m a tte r if  i t 's  a 
b ig  city  because h e 's  lived  there before. In 
Billings, w e  h a d  to  m ake it w ith o u t an y  help  
because I w as  p re tty  ro u g h  a n d  no  on e  w an ted  
to  associate w ith  m e. M y k id s know  w h a t it's
like to  p ay  the ir o w n  way.
"O n a  reserva tion , it's  no t like that. A  m ajor­
ity o f N ative  A m ericans, m aybe 95 percen t, 
c a n 't  su rv iv e  off the  rez, b u t m y  k ids can  and 
w ill. H e  h a s  already."
"M ik e  C havez , h e  rocks th e  rez!"
T he p o w w o w  is  a t  full steam  now . Earl O ld 
P erson, a  Blackfeet triba l chief, is on  h a n d , call­
ing  o u t so n g s  a n d  p o in tin g  o u t e ld ers  for the 
team  to shake h a n d s  w ith . "U sually , th is  next 
so n g  is o u r  v ictory  song  a n d  it is  called 'The 
W hite D og H ad to  C ry,' "  O ld  P erson  says.
"B ut today  w e 're  go ing  to  ch an g e  th e  w o rd s  a 
bit. W e're go ing  to  sin g  'T he W hite M an  H ad 
to  C ry .' "  E veryw here  y o u  look the re  are 
sm iles.
N ow  it  com es tim e for the  v ic to ry  dance, 
an d  m em bers o f th e  team  a n d  th e  to w n  sp lit in 
tw o, m ak ing  lines th a t face each  other. A s the  
d ru m  b ea t th u n d e rs  in  the  g ym , O ld  Person  
in struc ts  an d  each  s id e  slow ly  d an ces  together, 
ra ising  h ig h  in to  the  a ir  the  tro p h ie s  a n d  the  
basketba lls from  the  title gam e.
"T his rep resen ts  w h en  o u r  p eo p le  cam e 
hom e from  battle , th a t th e y  held  the  scalps 
h ig h  tha t they  h a d  acqu ired  in  b a ttle ,"  O ld 
Person says. "Today w e ho ld  h ig h  th e  trophies 
an d  the basketba lls in  th e ir  p lace ."
The boy  w h o  is so  m u c h  ta lle r th a n  all 
a ro u n d  h im  m akes h is  w ay  carefu lly  a ro u n d  
the  tiny  H ea rt B utte gym . H e s ig n s  a u to g ra p h s  
for little k id s  a n d  se n d s  sh y  sm iles to w ard  
g irls  w h o  s to p  to  ta lk . H e  la u g h s  w ith  friends 
a n d  poses for p ic tu res . H e  d o es  n o t ac t like a 
savior.
A  b reak  in th e  ce lebra tion  com es n o w  an d  
M ike C h av ez  w alk s  in to  the  h a llw ay  o u ts ide  
the  g y m  a n d  lean s ag a in st the  tro p h y  case n ea r  
the  en trance  to  the  school.
H ere  h e  s ta n d s , a  boy  a lread y  becom ing  a 
m an , ta lk ing  q u ie tly  to  friends. H e  is  ju st 16. 
H is fu tu re  lies befo re  h im .
There a re  n o  sh a d o w s h ere , on ly  light.
The honor pow w ow  
for th e  H eart Butte 
basketball te a m  
la sted  m ore th a n  six 
hours a n d  w as 
follow ed by  a  
com m unity potluck In 
th e  school's ca fe te ria .
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During a n  Indian 
P eop le 's  Action 
m eeting. J a n e t 
R obideau leads 
discussions on  issues 
such a s  the  Indian 
Education Equity 
Act. th e  zero 
to le rence  policy In 
schools a n d  the  
hiring of Missoula's 
first Indian police 
officer. ‘This isn't 
Indians asking for 
specia l treatm ent. 
This is asking for 
equ itab le  
trea tm en t for 
everyone." she  says.
Taking action
In forming M ontana Indian People's 
A ction , Janet Robideau found her true  
voice —  a voice tha t spotlights social 
inequities and demands change.
S to r y  by 
Kodi Hirst 
P h o to g r a p h y  by 
Cassandra 
Eliasson
In  th e  sp rin g  o f  1973 Janet R obideau set ou t 
for the  g rassy  p la in s  o f  South  D akota looking  
for a  good  tim e. W hat sh e  found  ch an g ed  her 
life.
A s a  y o u n g  w om an  anx ious to  leave the 
rese rva tion  a n d  experience the  w orld , 
R obideau saw  h e r  o p p o rtu n ity  w hen  the 
A m erican  Ind ian  M ovem ent called  N ative 
A m ericans across the  U nited  S tates to the  site  
o f W ounded  K nee on the  P ine Ridge 
R eservation. "1 ju s t packed  u p  m y car an d  
left," R obideau  says.
T heir p ro tes t w as  a im ed  a t th e  officially 
sanctioned  g o v e rn m e n t u n d e r th e  co rrup t
le ad e rsh ip  o f  D ickie W ilson. A  71-day  stando ff 
led to th e  d ea th s  of tw o  peop le , in juries to  12 
o th e rs  a n d  the arrest o f 1,200.
W hen  R obideau arriv ed  a t  W ounded  Knee 
a n d  jo ined  the th o u sa n d s  o f  N ative A m ericans 
w ho  h a d  a lready  congregated  on th e  site  of 
the  no to rious 1890 m assacre o f  over 200 Sioux, 
she found  som eth ing  sh e  h a d  been  uncon ­
sciously  search ing  for h e r  w ho le  life. She 
found  streng th  in n u m b ers  a n d  a belief tha t 
N ative A m ericans could  o rgan ize  a n d  bring  
ab o u t change.
"T here  w as th is  g rea t aw aken ing  an d  I just 
loved  it,"  R obideau says. " I t w as  like 1 knew  
th a t m y  d es tin y  w as sealed  a t  tha t po in t.
R obideau  is the  founder a n d  organizer of IPA. 
She b e g a n  the  c h a p te r  of Indian P eop le 's  
Action in January  1997 to  g ive Indians a  p la c e  
to  v o ice  their co n c ern s  a n d  a n  a re n a  in which 
to  solve their problems.
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N oth ing  w as n o t go ing  to  b e  accessible an y ­
m ore w ith o u t som eone te lling  m e w hy." She 
cred its  the  B ellcourt b ro thers, o rgan izers of 
AIM , w ith  h e r  transfo rm ation .
"It w as  as if  som eone tu rn e d  on  a  sw itch ," 
Robideau says. "So, finally  som eone w as 
figh ting  back. All m y life 1 h ad  w an ted  to fight 
back, b u t I n ev e r h a d  th e  chance."
E ducated  in C atho lic  board in g  schools, 
R ob idcau 's s tu b b o rn  s treak  a n d  h e r  d es ire  to 
figh t back  w as su p p ressed  in the  clim ate of 
s tric t ad h e ren ce  to law s laid  d o w n  by nuns, 
b u t w ith  no  exp lanation .
"I ju st h a te  being  to ld  no ," R obideau  says. 
"W hen  1 w as in C atho lic  b o ard in g  school, 
ev e ry th in g  w as  no ."
R obideau  sa y s  th e  n u n s  ad m o n ish e d  their 
y o u n g  p u p ils  th a t ev e ry th in g  from  chew ing  
g u m  to  n o t a tten d in g  church  every  d a y  w as  a 
sin. A nd  p u n ish m en t for b roken  ru les  w as an 
especially  b itte r  p ill for R obideau to sw allow .
"1 h a d  to s ta n d  the re  a n d  ju st take it," 
Robideau says w ith  a d isd a in  tha t reveals 
m uch abou t h e r  d e te rm in a tio n  now  to rig h t 
the  w rongs sh e  sees. It em b o ld en ed  h e r  to 
cha llenge au th o rity  an d  to n o t g ive in  to  b u l­
lies o r  to  le t o th e rs  b reak  her.
"I w as  s la p p ed  by  M other Superior," 
Robideau relates, ch an g in g  h e r  voice to  m im ic 
the h igh , scra tchy  tone o f  M other Superior. 
'" A re n 't  you go ing  to  cry? ' she asked . T hen it 
becam e a con test."
Several slaps later, R obideau em erged  from  
M other S u p e rio r 's  office w ith  a b rig h t red 
h an d  p r in t clearly  v isib le  on  h e r  sm a rtin g  face, 
b u t M other S u p erio r h a d n 't  seen  h e r  cry.
In h e r  job today  a s  an  ad v o cate  for Ind ians 
liv ing off the  rese rva tion  R obideau  often 
en d u re s  criticism  b u t it d o e s n 't  soften  her 
resolve to sp eak  u p  for u rb an  Indians.
R obideau h as  fo rm ed  Ind ian  P eop le 's  
A ction, an  o rg an iza tio n  tha t d ea ls  w ith  the 
issues facing N ative  A m ericans w ho  live in 
u rban  areas. For m any  N ative  A m ericans in 
W estern M ontana, R obideau  is  the ir voice in 
m atte rs  such  a s  access to  h ea lth  care, a ffo rd ­
ab le ho u sin g , job d isc rim ina tion  an d  racism.
M ore than tw o  d ecad es  a fte r h e r  aw ak en ­
ing a n d  arm ed  w ith  a social w o rk  degree, 
Robideau sp en d s h e r  d a y s  in  a  sm all, c lu ttered  
office in M issoula, ru n n in g  th e  advocacy  o rga­
n ization  tha t boasts  a  s ta tew id e  m em bersh ip  
o f  ab o u t 6,IWO.
Robideau is  a  p leasan t, d isa rm in g  w om an 
w ith  a ready  laugh  an d  a sh a rp  w it. But w hen  
sh e 's  sp eak in g  ab o u t the  sligh ts a n d  s in s  com ­
m itted  ag a in st Indian  peop le  sh e  exh ib its a 
conviction  an d  tenacity  th a t m akes h e r  targets 
sto p  a n d  listen.
A lthough  cam era  shy, sh e 's  n o t in frequen t­
ly  in the  spo tligh t, overcom ing  h e r  na tu ra l 
reserve to  tell school a d m in is tra to rs  o r  law 
enfo rcem ent, fo r exam ple , w hen  Ind ian  peop le  
a re  unfairly  trea ted .
R obideau h as  d o n e  w h a t so m e th o u g h t w as 
im possib le , o rgan ize  In d ian s  for advocacy. She 
says the exp lanation  for her success is sim ple.
"M y m om  used  to  a lw ays tell m e th a t there 
isn 't  an y th in g  you  ca n 't d o  if you  p u t y o u r 
m in d  to it," R obideau  says a s  h e r  lip s  cu rve  
in to  a sligh t sm ile. "I know  th a t is  n o t o rig inal 
b u t I really  believe it."
Robideau w as  w o rk in g  for M ontana
P eo p le 's  A ction, an  advocacy  g ro u p  for low- 
incom e citizens, w hen  she go t the  in sp ira tio n  
to  o rg an ize  IPA from  an o th er long tim e a d v o ­
ca te  for civ il righ ts , th e  Rev. Jesse Jackson.
It w as  Oct. 17, 1992, an d  Jackson w as  in 
M issoula to  a tte n d  a get-ou t-the-vo te  ra lly  and 
lead  a  m arch  p ro testin g  low  w ages of em p lo y ­
ees o f  the  R iverside H ealth  C are Center.
A s R obideau an d  o th e r m archers w o u n d  
th e ir  w ay  from  the U niversity  o f  M ontana 
ca m p u s to  the  R iverside H ealth  C are C enter, 
R obideau  saw  several N ative  A m erican  faces 
in  the  crow d  o f  ab o u t 600 people.
"I rem em ber ju st being  am azed  a t  all the 
Ind ian  peop le  a t  th e  rally  an d  p ro test m arch ," 
R obideau says. She dec ided  to see if sh e  could  
find m ore Ind ians to join MPA, since sh e  w as 
th e  on ly  Ind ian  m em ber.
"If  they are  all an g ry  ab o u t the  n u rsin g  
hom e, they  m u s t be an g ry  ab o u t o ther 
th ings," R obideau says she dec ided . "1 w en t to  
100 hom es in tow n  a n d  asked , 'W hat w o u ld  it 
take to  join M PA?"' R obideau  says. The
an sw e r w as  th a t N ative  A m ericans d id n 't  
iden tify  w ith  MPA’s a ll-w h ite  lead ersh ip .
"T here is a  level o f d iscom fo rt o f  b e in g  the 
d iffe ren t one," R obideau  says.
So w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  Jim  F leischm ann , then- 
executive d irec to r o f  M PA, she created  IPA, 
th o u g h  it took  m ore than  fou r y ea rs  o f w ork. 
Today the o rg an iza tio n  can  p o in t to  rea l suc­
cesses, even  if in so m e cases it 's  b een  only 
sh in in g  a  sp o tlig h t on  the  p rob lem s.
A  few  y ea rs  ago , a fte r  track ing  arrest 
reco rds a t  th e  M issoula Police D ep artm en t 
an d  h ea rin g  com pla in ts from  In d ian s  say ing  
they w ere  p u lled  o v er on ly  b ecau se  of the ir 
sk in  color, IPA a ire d  those  g rievances a t  m eet­
in g s b e tw een  the o rg an iza tio n  an d  th e  police 
d ep a rtm en t. Police C h ief P ete L aw renson  an d  
h is  officers lis ten ed  intently . W hile  h e  sa id  at 
the tim e h e  d id n 't  know  o f an y  officers w ho 
in ten tiona lly  d isc rim in a ted , the  d e p a r tm e n t 
h as  s te p p ed  u p  its  effo rts to  rec ru it m ore 
Ind ian  officers an d  h as  asked  IPA for g u id ­
ance.
Both R obideau  a n d  
d a u g h te r  Francine, 
left, work to g e th e r  
running a n d  
organizing Indian 
P eo p le 's  Action.
While R obideau  
supports activism a n d  
e q u a l rights for all 
p eo p le , she tells her 
daugh ter. “D o n 't feel 
th a t you h a v e  to  b e  
th e  g re a t d e fe n d e r  of 
all Indian p eo p le ."
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If there
w eren 't other 
people  out 
there who 
cared.l 
would be 
sitting here 
by myself.
J a n e t R o b id e a u  
/ /
“I live here b e c a u s e  
of the  mountains," 
Robideau says ab o u t 
Missoula. She m akes 
the  city her h o m e in 
order to  b e  a  voice 
for equality of Indian 
p eo p le  living off of 
reservations.
N o w  R obideau  a n d  o thers teach cu ltu ral 
se n s itiv ity  c lasses a n d  w o rk  w ith  the officers 
to  p ro m o te  a  g rea te r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of N ative 
A m erican  cu ltu re .
R o b ideau  says the  o rg an iza tio n  h a s  also 
h e lp e d  In d ia n s  ge t m ortgages. A fter a 
B illings b a n k  sa id  it h a d  a p ro u d  record  of 
g ra n tin g  m o rtg a g es  of Ind ians, R obideau 
say s, IPA ch eck ed  reco rds a n d  fo u n d  it had 
m a d e  th re e  lo an s in th ree  years. She also  says 
th e  b a n k s  w ere  red lin in g , a p rac tice  o f  d e n y ­
ing  m o rtg a g es  in  certa in  a reas  of the  city  to 
n o n -w h ite  ap p lican ts . S ince m eeting  w ith  
b an k  officers, sh e  says the  s itu a tio n  has 
im p ro v e d .
M o st recen tly , IPA issu e d  its  " re p o r t ca rd "  
for M isso u la  schoo ls. T he d is tr ic t received  
fa ilin g  g ra d e s  in  e ig h t o f  10 ca tego ries. For 
In d ia n  s tu d e n ts  in  M issou la  schoo ls, IPA 
w a s  c r itica l o f  th e  d is tr ic t 's  p ro g re ss  on  the
In d ian  d ro p o u t ra te , g ra d u a tio n  ra te , the  
e th n ic  m a k eu p  o f  the  teach ing  staff, school 
c u rr ic u lu m  a n d  d iv e rs i ty  tra in in g  for the  
staff, am o n g  o th e r  issu es. T he d is tr ic t g o t 
p ass in g  g ra d e s  on  access to  b ilin g u a l p ro ­
g ram s a n d  eq u a lity  of le a rn in g  en v iro n m en t.
R ob ideau  d o e s n 't  p ile  b la m e  fo r the  fail­
u re s  en tire ly  o n  school officials. B ut she 
d o es be liev e  th e re  is  to o  little  se n sitiv ity  
e v e n  to  th e  p rob lem s.
F or ex am p le , N ative  A m erican s  s tu d e n ts  
a re  su sp e n d e d  a t  a ra te  fa r ab o v e  th a t o f 
o th e r  s tu d e n ts . W hile  th a t in itse lf is reflec­
tiv e  of a p ro b lem , R o b ideau  sa y s  th e  d is ­
tr ic t 's  po licy  o f  n o t a llo w in g  s tu d e n ts  to 
m ake  u p  w o rk  m issed  w h ile  su sp e n d e d  
sp e lls  ce rta in  fa ilu re  for th o se  s tu d e n ts  w ho  
g e t so  fa r b eh in d  they  c a n 't  p o ss ib ly  tu rn  
th in g s  a ro u n d .
IPA a n d  th e  d is tr ic t a re  c o n tin u in g  to
a d d re ss  co n c ern s  o f  th e  c i ty 's  In d ian  s tu ­
d e n ts , h o w ev er, a n d  th a t in  itse lf  is a p o si­
tive  sign.
N ativ e  A m erican s in  th e  a rea  a tte s t to  the 
n ee d  for so m e o n e  w h o  w ill s ta n d  u p  for 
them  a n d  m a k e  th e ir  vo ices h eard .
C aro l M eyers, ex ecu tiv e  d irec to r of the 
M issoula In d ian  C e n te r  a n d  m em b er of the 
Blackfeet a n d  U n ited  Seneca tribes, know s 
the h u rd le s  In d ian s  face.
"I h av e  lived  h e re  for m a n y  y ears  a n d  I 
h av e  seen the  m is tre a tm e n t/ ' M eyers says. A 
com m on c o m p la in t is d irec ted  a t  s to re  clerks 
w h o  sh a d o w  an y  In d ian  w h o  com es in to  a 
sto re , ye t d o e s n 't  d o  the  sam e to  o th e r  cus­
tom ers. M eyers sa y s  job d isc rim in a tio n  com ­
p la in ts  a re  a lso  com m on . But w h a t she finds 
especially  h u r tfu l is th e  racism  in  the  schools.
"K ids h e a r  th o se  h u r tfu l rem ark s a n d  it is 
very  d isco u rag in g ,"  M eyers says. "You d o n 't 
w an t to  go  b ack  to  school."
IPA, sh e  says, is tu rn in g  a tten tio n  to  such 
problem s.
"I t h as  o p en e d  u p  a lo t o f eyes," M eyers 
says. "W e w o u ld  g o  to  th ese  m eetings an d  
they w o u ld  say  w e a re  g o in g  to d o  th is  and 
tha t b u t n o th in g  ev e r h ap p e n s . N ow  w e go  as 
IPA a n d  they  lis ten  to  w hat w e h a v e  to  say."
W hen M eyers first h ea rd  th a t R obideau 
w as  fo rm in g  IPA, sh e  d id n 't  th in k  it  w ould  
g e t far.
"She a p p ro a c h e d  m e w ith  th is  idea of 
o rg an iz in g  a s  a N a tiv e  A m erican  g ro u p  to 
advocate ,"  M eyers says. S he rem em bers she 
told R obideau , "1 ag re e  w ith  you  100 percen t 
b u t h o w  a re  w e  g o in g  to  d o  it?"
"S he sa id , 'W atch m e ,' a n d  I d id ,"  M eyers 
says. "I d o n 't  d o u b t anym ore ."
M eyers h a s  n o th in g  b u t p ra ise  for 
R obideau. "I saw  h e r  tak e  a  co m m u n ity  of 
Ind ian  p eo p le  a n d  o rg an iz e  th em ,"  M eyers 
says, "a n d  th a t tak es  a  lo t o f  sk ill."
Ind ian  p e o p le  a re  lea rn in g  to  accep t the 
tru ism  th a t the re  is  s tren g th  in nu m b ers . And 
m any now  tu rn  to  R obideau.
"Janet is rea lly  a n  in sp ira tio n  in  m y life 
because sh e  p la n te d  a  seed  in  IPA," M eyers 
says. "W hat sh e  is cu ltiv a tin g , a  lo t o f  peop le 
will benefit from . We are  n o t the  s ilen t m in o r­
ity."
F leischm ann a lso  p ra ise s  R obideau for her 
ab ility  to lead  o th e rs  a n d  p ro m o te  change.
"A n y b o d y  w h o  cam e in  co n tac t w ith  Janet 
recognized  tha t the re  a re  so m e specia l quali­
ties th e re ,"  h e  says.
H e  recogn ized  th e  co ld  a n g e r  th a t w as 
m o tiva ting  R ob ideau , w h a t h e  n o w  ca lls a 
"p o w erfu l p o s itiv e  p o r t."
"She felt d ee p ly  a b o u t the  o p p ressio n  of 
h e r  p eo p le ,"  F leischm ann says. "S he w an ted  
to d o  so m e th in g  ab o u t th e  th ings th a t m ade  
h e r  angry. You can  see  th a t sh e  m otivates 
peop le ."
T h ough  R o b id ea u 's  job  th ru s ts  h e r  in to  the 
spo tligh t, sh e  sa y s  sh e  d o e s n 't  sp eak  for all 
N ative  A m ericans.
"I th ink  a n y b o d y  can  fall in to  the  tra p  of 
being  the  sp o k e sp e rso n ,"  R obideau  says. " I 
a lw ays tell p eo p le  th a t 1 am  on e  N orthern  
C heyenne fem ale . 1 d o n 't  sp eak  for everyone. 
1 sp eak  for m yself."
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Some Indian parents want their children to  a ttend  schools 
off the  reservation and learn to  live in a white world.
The Parker family. Robert, left, C h au n cey . middle. Jan ice , right, a n d  W aycee, front, believe strongly in th e  im p o rtan ce  of ed u c a tio n .
J a n i c e  P arker heard  it over a n d  over again 
g ro w in g  u p  on  the San Ildefonso Pueblo  in 
N ew  M exico. G et an  education . A nd  learn  to 
live in the  w h ite  w orld .
"W hen  I w as g row ing  u p  m y  fa ther d id n 't  
w an t u s  to speak o u r Ind ian  language ,"  she 
says. "W hen  w e 'd  s ta rt ta lk ing  in Ind ian  h e 'd  
tell us, 'English! English!' H e ta u g h t u s  th a t it 
w as  very  im p o rtan t to d o  good  in school and 
n o t on ly  g rad u a te  high school, b u t to  go  on  to 
college because w e 'd  h av e  to  com pete  in  a 
non -Ind ian  w o rld  if w e  left the  reserva tion ."
P arker says h e r  paren ts, ne ith e r o f w hom  
g rad u a ted  from  h igh  school, em p h asized  the 
im p o rtan ce  of being  ab le to  com pete  in  a w hite  
w o rld  aw ay  from  the reservation . They told 
h e r  tha t the  w ay to  succeed w as  to  speak 
English, g rad u a te  from  h igh  school an d  go on  
to college.
P arker lis tened  w ell. She ea rn ed  a  certificate 
in  secretarial science from  H askell Indian 
Jun io r C ollege - now  called  H askell Indian  
N ations U niversity  - in  Law rence, K an. N ow  
sh e  a n d  her h u sb an d , R obert, a re  teaching the
values of education  to  th e ir  tw o  sons, 17-year- 
o ld  C hauncey  a n d  12-year-old Waycee.
T h ough  th e  P arkers live o n  th e  Rocky Boy's 
R eservation o u ts id e  of H avre , they  sen d  the ir 
ch ild ren , w h o  are  en ro lled  C h ippew a-C ree 
tribal m em bers, to  school in  H avre  ra th e r  than 
to  th e  reserva tion  school in  Rocky Boy. They 
believe the  H av re  schools b roaden  th e ir  sons ' 
educational experience.
C hauncey  s ta rted  a t  St. Ju d e 's  C entral 
C atholic School w h en  h e  w as  in  7 th  grade .
"W e w an te d  to see h o w  w ell h e 'd  b e  ab le to 
excel o u ts id e  o f  the  reserva tion ,"  says Robert 
P arker Jr. "W e figured  it w o u ld  h e lp  him  com ­
p ete  for jobs on  the  o u ts id e  a n d  h e lp  h im  w ith  
h is schooling  an d  getting  a college education . 
W hen you  go  to  a school on  the  reservation , 
i t 's  such  a  sm all school a n d  y o u r  s tu d ies  a re n 't 
b roadened . W hen you  go  to  a b ig g e r schoo l off 
the  reserva tion , y o u 're  ta u g h t a w id e r  varie ty  
o f subjects."
C hauncey  h as  excelled. H e is on  the honor 
roll, involved  in speech  an d  debate , partic i­
p a tes  in S pan ish  club, a n d  w an ts  to  p u rsu e  a 
law  d eg ree  a fte r g radua tion .
B ut w h a t's  w o rk ed  for C hauncey  h asn 't 
been  as successful for h is  b ro th er W aycee.
" H e 's  n o t d o in g  w ell; h e 's  th e  o p p o site  o f 
C hauncey ," h is  fa th e r says. " I t takes a lo t to  ge t 
h im  going , b u t once h e 's  go ing , h e  d o es  all 
right. But w e  really  have to  p u sh  h im ."
Both p a re n ts  believe th a t ev en  th o u g h  the ir 
y o u n g e r so n  strugg les, h e  is h e lp ed  by  his 
paroch ial school experience.
T he sm alle r class sizes a t  St. Ju d e 's  help  
teachers g ive  W aycee m o re  in d iv id u a l a tten ­
tion , Janice P ark er says. But, in tw o  years 
w hen  W aycee m oves on  to  H avre H igh  School, 
h e  w ill n o  lo n g e r h av e  th e  sam e one-on-one 
help  h e  now  has. T hen  h e  w ill h av e  to  use  the 
sch o o l's  N ative  A m erican  tu to rin g  p rogram .
"H o p efu lly  it w ill still b e  th e re"  w hen  
W aycee gets to  h ig h  school, P arker says. "B ut I 
th in k  it (the  p ro g ra m ) w ill still rely  on  u s  to 
h e lp  h im  o u t."
T he tu to rin g  p rog ram  serves the  14 percen t 
of th e  s tu d e n ts  in  H a v re 's  six pub lic  schools 
w h o  are  Ind ian . T hose  300 o r  so  s tu d e n ts  rep ­
re se n t 36 tribes, b u t m ost a re  C h ippew a-C ree 
from  Rocky Boy's. T he p ro g ra m  ex ists  because
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the H avre school system  receives $64,000 in 
federal funds annually  for Indian education , a 
fraction of the H avre schools' $9 m illion gener­
al fund  b u d g e t for the 1999-2000 school year.
In o rd e r  to  receive th e  funds, H avre Public 
Schools m u s t p u t toge ther a N ative A m erican 
S tud ies p rogram  to  oversee the education  of its 
Indian s tu d e n ts  an d  create a com m ittee of 
Indian  p are n ts  to help  shape the  program .
H avre A ssistan t S uperin tenden t D ennis 
P arm an , w h o  is also  the d irector of N ative 
A m erican  S tudies for the H avre schools, says 
the existing  p rogram  w as created  four years 
ag o  afte r the school system  su rveyed  paren ts, 
ed u cato rs  an d  com m unity  m em bers on w hat 
they felt w as  needed  to better educate  Indian 
studen ts. T he feedback resulted  in a  p rogram  
tha t inc ludes academ ic assistance in the form 
of tu to rs , a C u ltu re  C lub an d  N ative A m erican 
A pprecia tion  Day, w hich  aim s to inform  s tu ­
d en ts  a b o u t Indian  heritage, an d  a 
fam ily /schoo l coord ina to r w ho  a id s  Indian  
fam ilies w ith  help ing  their ch ild ren  succeed.
In its  sh o rt existence the  revised program  
h as  m e t w ith  m ixed success.
H avre  H igh  School's 1999 high school g rad ­
uation  ra te  for Indian  s tu d en ts  w as 57 percent, 
w h ile  the  g rad u a tio n  ra te  for non-Ind ian  s tu ­
d en ts  w as  alm ost 93 percent. S tatew ide, Indian 
s tu d e n ts  d ro p  ou t o f h igh  school a t a  rate 
ab o u t th ree  tim es th a t o f o th e r studen ts.
A t H av re  H igh School, w here  ab o u t 10 p e r ­
cen t o f the  740 s tu d e n ts  are Indian , Principal 
Jim  D onovan  says tha t th o u g h  h e 's  troub led  by 
the low  n u m b e r of Indian  stu d en ts  w h o  earn  a 
degree , it is difficult to  tell for certain  w hy 
these k id s  d ro p  out. H e says th e  m ost p reva­
lent causes a re  d ru g s  an d  alcohol an d  o ther 
teachers p o in t to high rates o f poverty.
Toni The Boy, a  G ros Ventre w hose three 
ch ild ren  a ttend  school in H avre, participates 
on  the  p a ren t com m ittee tha t m akes recom ­
m endations about Indian  s tu d e n ts ' education .
She says she is concerned  abou t the few Indian 
s tu d en ts  w ho  g rad u a te  from  h igh  school and 
w orries about w h a t m essage tha t se n d s  to her 
15-year-old daugh ter, C larissa.
"T here 's n o t very  m any  N ative A m ericans 
tha t succeed a t th is h igh  school," The Boy says. 
"T he m ajority  d ro p  o u t, a n d  for d ifferent rea­
sons, b u t I know  there isn 't a  very  h ig h  ra te  of 
them  g raduating ."
C larissa, a  freshm an a t H avre H igh , says 
tha t w hen  she sees o th e r Indian  s tu d e n ts  d ro p ­
p ing  o u t of school, it d o e sn 't affect her m uch.
"I som etim es see Ind ian  k id s  d ro p p in g  ou t 
because they d o n 't  like school, they  th ink  it's 
too  h ard ,"  C larissa says. "I d o n 't  really th ink 
abou t d ro p p in g  o u t because I ge t good  grades. 
I know  th a t I'm  never go ing  to d o  tha t."
T he m ost im portan t e lem en t o f keep ing  a 
child  in school, especially  an  Ind ian  child , is  to
h av e  teachers w h o  can  rela te  to  the n eed s of 
the ir studen ts, D onovan  says. Teachers like Jim 
M agera, w h o  teaches an  Indian  cu ltu re  class, 
an d  Tam m ie C hurch , the  N ative  A m erican 
tu to r a t  H avre  H igh , can m en to r struggling  
Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  an d  help  them  feel like they 
can  finish school, D onovan says.
M agera, w h o  h as  tau g h t Indian  cu ltu re  in 
schools in a n d  a ro u n d  H avre for 33 years, says 
there is a lo t o f  in te rest in  h is  class from  both  
Indian  and non -Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  alike. H is class 
covers a range  of subjects inc lud ing  Indian  
sign  language, m y th s  a n d  legends, tribal 
sovreignty, reservations, the Red Pow er 
M ovem ent, p o w w o w s a n d  tribal governm ent.
"A ll s tu d e n ts  learn  b e tte r if th ey 're  taugh t 
the ir culture. I teach a  u n it on  local h isto ry  and 
it's  fascinating  for th e  studen ts. I have four or 
five sections of tha t every  sem ester ... To me,
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th a t's  w h a t cu ltu re  is, learn ing  ab o u t the  area 
y o u  live in."
M agera is no t Ind ian , b u t w h ile  h e  says the 
idea] s itu a tio n  w o u ld  b e  to  h a v e  a n  Ind ian  
teach abou t cu ltu re , th a t's  n o t a lw ays possible.
"M y  preference w o u ld  be to  h av e  Indian  
p eop le  teach Indian  courses, b u t the  p rob lem  is 
the re  a re n 't en o u g h  o f  them  availab le to  do 
th a t a n d  th a t's  a lw ays been  m y  goal, b u t until 
th a t tim e, I'll con tinue to  d o  th is," M agera 
says.
C hauncey  Parker, w ho  took  M agera 's  
Ind ian  cu ltu re  class, says the  th ings h e  learned  
co incided  w ith  h is  cu ltu ra l experiences a t 
Rocky Boy's. A nd  h e  says h e  ad m ires  M agera.
"1 see Mr. M agera a s  a  role m odel because 
h e 's  experienced w h a t h e 's  teaching, a n d  he 
kn o w s w h a t h e’s  teach ing , a n d  h e  d o es  see 
N ative  A m ericans as good  peop le ,"  h e  says.
C h  irch says ab o u t 40 s tu d e n ts  a tten d  her 
s tu d y  hall regularly. She h e lp s  h e r  s tu d en ts  
com plete  hom ew o rk  assignm en ts an d  coordi­
nates w ith  o th e r teachers to  p rep a re  s tu d e n ts  
for tests. She also  h e lp s  h e r  s tu d e n ts  fill o u t 
scholarsh ip  a n d  college app lica tions as w ell as 
keeps them  in fo rm ed  of in ternsh ips.
T utoring m ay  b e  m ore im p o rta n t a t the  m id ­
d le  an d  elem en ta ry  school levels w here  tu to rs 
go  from  classroom  to  classroom  assisting  
Ind ian  studen ts.
P arm an  says th a t those  tu to rs  a re  now  
focusing m ore on  the  Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  w ho  
sh o w  the m ost academ ic need, ra th e r  th a n  just 
help ing  a s tu d e n t because h e 's  Ind ian . The 
ch an g e  cam e th is year a fte r P arm an  broke 
d o w n  s tan d ard ized  test scores for Ind ian  s tu ­
d en ts  an d  found  h u g e  d isp a ritie s  betw een  the 
scores for Indian  s tu d e n ts  a n d  non-Ind ians.
T he scores revealed  tha t 40 p ercen t o f 
Indian  s tu d e n ts  in  fou rth  g rad e  w ere  read ing  
a t a novice level, the low est ca tegory  for s tan ­
d a rd iz ed  tests. N o  fo u rth  g rad e  Ind ian  s tu ­
d e n ts  tested  a t  the  ad v an ced  level in  read ing , 
w hile  20 percen t o f n on -Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  read 
a t an  advanced  level. S im ilarly  in  m ath , 30 
percen t o f fourth  g rad e  Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  pre­
form ed a t  th e  novice level, w h ile  on ly  10 p e r­
cen t o f non-Ind ian  s tu d e n ts  te s ted  a t  th a t level.
"W e p robab ly  all, in  o u r  best estim ation, 
a ssu m ed  the re  w as  so m e n eed ,"  P arm an  says. 
"W e d id n 't  know  how  g rea t th a t n eed  w as an d  
w e 're  n o t q u ite  su re  w h a t exactly d riv es  tha t 
n eed  o r  precip ita tes tha t need ."
P arm an  says h e  hopes th a t by  increasing 
the tim e tu to rs  sp en d  w ith  s tu d e n ts  stru g g lin g  
academ ically, the scores w ill im prove.
"P rov id ing  assistance in  the classroom  and 
try ing  to w ork  w ith  fam ilies is a  reasonably  
good  effort to  try  a n d  ad d ress  those  issues, bu t 
the ju ry 's  still o u t on  w h e th e r those th ings are 
m ak ing  an y  difference," P arm an  says.
T he fam ily /schoo l coo rd ina to r is ano ther 
p erson  tha t P arm an  hopes w ill help  im prove 
Indian  s tu d e n ts ' test scores. A lleviating  som e 
o f the  social p ressu res th a t exist a t hom e m ay 
also  help  som e stru g g lin g  studen ts.
L aura M alisani, fam ily /sc h o o l coordinator, 
says sh e  dea ls w ith  issues th a t affect Indian 
s tu d e n ts ' perform ance, ran g in g  from  school 
issues, such  as g rad e s  an d  attendance , to  social 
issues like finding d a y  care, h o u sin g  o r  help  
for abusive  rela tionsh ips. But she believes 
p overty  is the b iggest b a rrie r to  success. "1 
know  th ere 's  a  lo t o f prejud ices in  a lot o f  com ­
m un ities in  M ontana, b u t w h a t I see  isn 't  so 
m uch  racial prejud ices b u t issues th a t h a v e  to 
d o  m ore w ith  poverty ," M alisani says.
P arm an  says tha t the  b es t m easure  of p o v er­
ty am o n g  s tu d e n ts  is to  look a t  partic ipa tion  in 
the  Free an d  R educed Lunch P rogram , a  p ro ­
g ram  w here  low -incom e s tu d e n ts  can  get 
lunch  for free o r  a reduced  price.
For exam ple , a t  Lincoln-M cK inley School in 
H avre, w here  65 percen t o f  the  256 s tu d en ts  
a re  Ind ian , 70 percent of the s tu d e n ts  a re  elig i­
b le  for th e  program .
Ind ian  p are n ts  h a v e  a fair am o u n t o f  say  
w hen  it com es to  dec id ing  how  the  N ative 
A m erican  s tu d ie s  p ro g ram  operates. By federal 
law, an y  school receiving federal Im pact A id 
F unds, a s  the H av re  d is tric t does, is required  
to  h av e  an  Ind ian  p aren t ad v iso ry  com m ittee. 
P arm an  says the  N ative A m erican  P arent 
C om m ittee for H avre  schools h e lp s  dec ide  
h o w  those fu n d s  are  sp e n t an d  w h a t p ro g ram s 
an d  needed . The com m ittee has to  ap p ro v e  the 
b u d g e ts  for the  N ative A m erican s tu d ies  p ro ­
g ram  an d  the w a y  in  w hich  the  p ro g ram  is 
adm in istered . In  H avre , th e  p a re n t com m ittee 
also  h e lp s  p la n  activ ities for A m erican  In d ian  
H eritage Day, a day  w here  H av re  schools rec­
ognize Ind ian  culture.
The Boy says m ore In d ian  s tu d e n ts  m igh t 
b e  in sp ired  to  s tay  in  school if there w ere  m ore 
activities. She says the  on e  p ro g ram  th a t tar-
Havre assistant superin tenden t Dennis P arm an
g e ts  Ind ian  s tu d en ts , C u ltu re  C lub , is  m o re  a 
social g a th erin g  than  a p lace s tu d e n ts  can  learn  
ab o u t Ind ian  cu ltu re.
"I d o n 't  th in k  they  d o  m u c h  s tu d y in g  of 
an y b o d y 's  cu ltu re ,"  T he Boy says. "You know  
th ere 's  tw o  rese rva tions h e re  [Rocky B oy 's an d  
Fort Belknap] a n d  they  cou ld  h a v e  som ebody  
com e in  a n d  sh o w  them  b ead  w o rk , som eth ing  
from  o u r  cu ltu re , the  language . O n  the 
reserva tions in H ea d  S tart they  teach  the  k id s  
the  language. It's  a  m ostly  w h ite  school,
[in H avre] h o w  m a n y  k id s  w o u ld  tak e  a 
N ative A m erican  language?"
A t the  h ig h  school, C h u rch , the  N ative 
A m erican tu tor, is a lso  the  adv iser for C u ltu re  
C lub. She says 10 to  15 s tu d e n ts , all o f  them  
Indian , p a rtic ip a te  in  club activ ities. C lub 
m em bers go  to  p o w w o w s, d o  bead  w ork , 
invite p resen ters  from  area tribes a n d  help  
coo rd ina te  ac tiv ities fo r A m erican  Ind ian  
H eritage  Day, the  la st F riday  in Septem ber.
The P arkers, w h o  teach  th e ir  ch ild ren  from  
bo th  Jan ice 's P u eb lo  cu ltu re  a n d  R obert's  
C h ippew a-C ree heritage, say  th a t teach ing  cul­
tu re  in  school h e lp s  b u ild  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 
In d ian  heritage, b u t to  tru ly  gain  k n o w led g e  of 
a  cu ltu re , it m u st be ta u g h t a t  hom e.
So w h a t d o es  the  fu tu re  h o ld  in  s to re  for 
k id s  like C hauncey , W aycee a n d  C larissa?
C hauncey  p lan s to  becom e a law yer. H is 
p a re n ts  h av e  h e lp ed  h im  se t u p  a cattle-ra ising  
op era tio n  on  th e ir  fam ily  farm  a s  a  w ay  to  help  
pay  for college. So far, C h a u n ce y 's  herd  
in c lu d es seven  h ead  of b lack  A n g u s cow s.
Even th o u g h  W aycee is y o u n g , h is  m o th e r says 
sh e  still p u sh e s  h im  to  se t goals for th e  future.
"W e expected  it (college) o f C h au n cey  b u t 
w e  d o n 't  expect it o f W aycee," Janice P arker 
says. "H e 's  a to ta lly  d iffe ren t p e rso n  from  
C hauncey ." H is p a re n ts  a re  s tee rin g  him  
tow ard  vocational-technical school.
Toni The Boy says she is  try in g  to  ge t 
C larissa involved  in school ac tiv ities th a t will 
help  h e r  g e t scholarsh ips. She says sh e 's  eager 
for her d a u g h te r  to be in h ig h  school because 
C larissa , w h o  is a  4.0 s tu d e n t, w as s tu d e n t of 
the w eek  in b o th  e lem en ta ry  a n d  m id d le  
school. H igh school offers an o th er o p p o rtu n ity  
for C larissa to  cap tu re  the  coveted  title.
C larissa says sh e  is th ink ing  ab o u t becom ­
ing  a veterinarian .
"I w a n t m y  d au g h te r  to b e  som ebody ," The 
Boy says. "I w an t the k id s  to  b e  som ebody,".. -
Toni The Boy ch a ts  
with her 15-year-old 
d a u g h te r  Clarissa.
Toni worries a b o u t 
how  th e  drop-ou t ra te  
in th e  Havre schools 
co u ld  a f fe c t Clarissa's 
future.
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omeward
Annita Wolf Black struggles to  raise her 
children and work while she finishes 
college, so she can one  day return to  her 
reservation and share her knowledge.
S t o r y  by  
Jason Begay 
P h o t o g r a p h y  by  
Charlotte 
Rushton
S h e  th o u g h t a t age 18 tha t she h ad  to  leave the 
reservation.
N ow  a t age 35, A nnita Wolf Black know s that 
w hat she really needs is to go  back. But m oving  
back can  b e  even hard e r than  the m ove away.
In 1983, Wolf Black m oved  from  A shland , a 
tow n  on  the N orthern  C heyenne Reservation in 
sou theastern  M ontana, to  Billings, the s ta te 's  
largest city  w ith  a population  o f  abou t 130,000. 
Since then , Wolf Black has tried to establish  the 
city as a  hom e for herself a n d  her fo u r children.
The city  d o es  have com forts unknow n  on  the 
reservation , from  the  YMCA w here h e r  children  
play  league sports to the  public  transporta tion  
system  tha t m ore than com pensates for the 
pap e rw e ig h t of a  truck tha t sits in fron t o f her 
house.
A nd  yet, re tu rn ing  to the reservation  has 
alw ays been  a goal a top  Wolf Black's "w hen-l- 
g ro w -u p " list.
But for m any N ative A m ericans like Wolf 
Black, m oving  hom e m eans retu rn ing  to an 
underdeveloped , u n d erfu n d ed  an d , considering  
the resources, overpopu la ted  reservation. It 
m eans the ir w ishes rem ain dream s.
T he nu m b er of jobs on  the N orthern  C heyenne 
R eservation —  m ost of w hich are federally  fu n d ­
ed  —  total ju st over 1,000. W ith m ore than  4,500
reservation  residents, an  a lready  d esperate  
job m arket looks less than  inviting.
A d d in g  to  the  p ressu re  is a b ittersw eet 
developm ent. Peggy Fredericks, a  gu idance 
counselor a t  Lam e D eer H igh  School in  the 
reserva tion 's  largest city, says the  n u m b e r of 
g rad u a tes  h as  stead ily  clim bed since the  school 
opened  in 1994. The g rad u a tin g  class o f 2000 is 
expected  to  be 29 s tu d en ts , Fredericks says, an 
increase of fou r from  last year.
W ith num bers like these, th e  op tion  of leaving 
hom e to better the chances of liv ing h as  becom e 
an unofficial requirem ent. O u t o f the 29 seniors 
in Lam e D eer H igh School, all b u t four are iron­
ing o u t the ir p lan s for fu rther education  or mili­
tary service.
U nfortunately, Fredericks ad d s , "m ost high 
school s tu d en ts  ta lk  ab o u t college, b u t the follow 
th rough  is  n o t as h igh  as w e 'd  like."
A pproxim ately  62 percen t o f  N orthern  
C heyenne tribal m em bers h av e  a  h igh  school 
d ip lom a w hile  ab o u t 5 percen t h av e  a bachelo r's  
degree or higher, says Rae Peppers, d irec to r of 
the Tribal Business Inform ation  Center.
Indeed, for m any Indian  people, h igh  school 
g rad u a tes  a re  find ing  th a t they  are the  first gen­
era tion  to  leave fam ily an d  the em otional security  
o f the ir hom eland . The choice h as  n o t been easy. 
A nd yet, o n  her o w n . Wolf Black has th rived , but
she took a  p a th  first treaded  by h e r  paren ts.
In  1975, Joe L ittle  C oyote, w ith  h is  w ife and 
five ch ildren  in tow, m oved  h is  fam ily from 
A shland  —  from  the p lo t o f land settled  by  his 
g ran d fa th e r —  to  C am bridge, M ass., in the nam e 
of education . U n d er the H arv ard  Indian 
E ducation  P rogram , Little C oyo te w as adm itted  
to H arv ard  U niversity  in th e  g ra d u a te  program  
of h is choice. H e m ajored in p lann ing  a n d  social 
policy. A  y ea r  later, B renda Little C oyote w as 
ad m itted  to  the p rog ram  an d  s tu d ied  education.
Wolf Black w as abou t 10 years o ld  an d  on  her 
w ay to th e  fifth g rad e  w hen  they m oved.
"A t firs t I w as  overw helm ed  by the excite­
m ent," sh e  recalls. "Just being  som eplace new, 
th a t w as so  big. I w as  ju st h a p p y  being  som e­
p lace  new ."
W hen the novelty  subsided , th e  contrasts 
seem ed overw helm ing .
"A fter the  excitem ent w ore off, i t  becam e a 
cu ltu re  shock ," W olf Black says. "Even the little 
th ings, like the  w ea ther a n d  the colors o f the
has the  decorative  touches —  a s  w ell as the scars 
a n d  bruises tha t can  only  be designed  by  housing  
four children; the kitchen is w allpapered  w ith 
school crayon  projects ... the  floors w ill probably  
n ev e r aga in  be 'like -new ' clean.
A nd yet, p e rh a p s  now  m ore th a n  ever, A nnita 
Wolf Black h as  a  rek ind led  desire  to go  hom e.
She now  believes sh e  h as  a social need  to  go 
back, a  pu rp o se . But for now , W olf Black fulfills 
tha t p u rp o se  b y  w ork ing  w ith  —  an d  for —  peo­
p le  like her in  the city.
In N ovem ber of 1998, W olf Black becam e a 
Title IX tu to r a t Billings' Lew is an d  C lark  M iddle 
School. A t first it w as m erely a second job, som e­
th ing  to  help  pay  the  bills. But now  it has m oved 
from  a job to  a com m itm ent.
A s a  tu to r  in the  equa l education  program , 
Wolf Black w orks exclusively  w ith  A m erican 
Indian  s tu d e n ts  w h o  m ig h t h av e  a  difficult tim e 
in  a  public  school. She h as  an o pen  d o o r  policy, 
in  w hich  s tu d en ts  com e fo r help, educationally  
a n d  em otionally. A nd w hile  W olf Black is  not
trees, a n d  crossw alks.
"W hen  y o u 're  in  the country , in  A shland , 
all you h av e  to w o rry  ab o u t is ru nn ing  in to  a 
rattlesnake."
A nd the experience of kn o w in g  —  o r even 
being  rela ted  to —  everyone you  ran  into, to 
n o t know ing  any o n e  o u ts id e  the confines of 
y o u r hom e w as unse ttling  for the  little  girl.
"1 w en t from  a p lace  w here  everyone 
know s you  to a  place w here  you  barely  got 
eye contact," she says.
But it gave her the cou rage  w hen  her fam i­
ly cam e hom e to  later leave th e  reservation  
on  h e r  ow n.
Wolf Black m oved  to B illings the  year she 
g rad u a ted  from  high school, en ro lling  in  the 
Billings VoTech C en te r to  s tu d y  au to  m echanics. 
She expected  to com plete  h e r  d eg ree  a n d  m ove 
back to  the  reservation  w ith  the  inside track on  a 
g row ing  m arket a n d  th e  w o rk  experience to  back 
it up .
But even  before com pleting  the VoTech p ro ­
gram , she considered  going hom e. " I 'v e  com e
close a few  tim es," sh e  says. "I literally  changed  
m y m ind  in the m idd le  of packing." U ntil, tha t is, 
the  sanctity  o f hom e gave w ay to reality o f p rob­
ab le  unem ploym ent.
In Billings she g rew  con ten t w ith  h e r  new  life, 
th o u g h  sh e  held  d o w n  tw o  jobs a t  once, in  the 
fast food  a n d  catering  businesses.
Wolf Black h as  now  sp e n t 17 years —  alm ost 
half h e r  life —  in the  city. I t 's  w here  she has 
raised  her four children. H er hom e o f  10 years
Far left: Early o n  a  
M onday  morning. 
A nnita Wolf Black 
braids 7-year old 
S tacie's hair while her 
ow n is still w et from 
her shower. She is 
alw ays th e  last o n e  in 
th e  bathroom , a s  the  
children le av e  for 
school by 7:15 a.m. 
Everyone in th e  family 
m ust walk, a s  they 
h a v e  n o  car.
Left: "I like my job. It's 
hard  som etim es, as I 
g e t  sw am p ed . I like 
trying to  e n c o u ra g e  
th e  kids to  d o  their 
b e s t no t to  g ive up. 
They're all such g o o d  
kids, b u t I g e t  th e  
feeling th a t n o b o d y  
cares." Wolf Black says 
from her desk a t  Lewis 
a n d  Clark Middle 
School. As a  Title IX 
tutor, Wolf Black's job  
is to  ta k e  c a re  of the  
N ative A m erican 
students, to  k ee p  
them  from falling 
beh ind  in their studies 
a n d  to  b e  a  familar 
f a c e  In a n  otherwise 
unfamiliar environ­
m ent. “I try to  let them  
know I'm here  for 
th em . I've g o t four 
kids of my own. It's 
nothing new  to  me!" 
she a d d s  with a  
laugh.
Below: Wolf Black has 
strong ties to  her 
e x te n d e d  family. Her 
g ran d m o th er recently 
visited from O regon 
a n d  her sister a n d  her 
sister's th ree  children 
a re  frequen t visitors. 
With sadness, she 
recalls her brother's 
m urder on  the  
reservation tw o years 
ag o .
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A  lot o f 
peop le  think 
th a t because 
w e d o n 't 
speak Indian, 
they think 
w e 're  less.
B re n d a  L ittle  
C o y o te
A n n ita  W olf B lack 's 
m o th e r
/ /
Right: As a  Title IX 
tutor, Wolf Black gives 
Indian students help  
with hom ework 
b e y o n d  w h a t they 
c a n  g e t  in class. 
Fourteen-year old 
Nikiesha Jo rd an  was 
struggling with her 
a lg eb ra , w hich m a d e  
Wolf Black g ro an  a n d  
laugh, b u t to g e th e r  
they  m a n a g e d  to  
solve th e  problems.
Below: Nine-year old 
C layton, Wolf Black's 
third child, walks 
b es id e  his m other as 
th e y  h e a d  to  the  
mall. They h a v e  to  
walk everyw here they 
g o  a n d  th a t m ean s a t  
leas t a  40-minute walk 
to  th e  mall.
necessarily  tra ined  in  education  —  she had  to 
take som e tim e to  sk im  th ro u g h  h e r  s tu d e n ts ' 
a lgebra book before h e lp in g  them  w ith  h o m e­
w o rk  —  she h a s  the experience th a t is perfect 
for the job.
It took a  w h ile  for the s tu d e n ts  to  w arm  up  
to her. In fact, Wolf Black recalls o n e  s tu d e n t 
w h o  k ep t her d istance th e  w ho le  y ea r  because 
sh e  d o u b ted  Wolf Black's sincerity.
"I learned  how  im p o rta n t ed u ca tio n  is. N ot 
ju s t te lling  it, o r  being  to ld  th a t i t 's  im p o rtan t, 
b u t liv ing it," she  says. "You h a v e  to show  an 
in terest."  So W olf Black a tten d s  basketball 
gam es, track  m eets, an d  recitals to  sh o w  her 
s tu d e n ts  how  m uch  sh e  cares.
N ow adays, Wolf Black says a lm ost every  
transfer s tu d e n t from  the  reserva tion  w in d s  up  
in h e r  office w ith  a  p rob lem  tha t so u n d s  a  little 
too  fam iliar: loneliness. "I ju st tell them  w h a t I 
learned . The reserva tion  is n o t g o in g  an y ­
w h ere ,"  she says.
"A ll m y  stu d en ts  w o n d e r w ho  they  are in 
so m e shape o r  another. T hey  really  d o  feel like 
they  d o n 't  have anyw here  to go  to. S om e of 
them  h a v e  never been  to  a pow w ow , o r  even  a 
m useum  exhib it ab o u t Indians. Yet they 
h u n g e r  for that."
W olf Black feels she h as  the  in s id e  track  on 
the  b es t o f tw o  w o rld s  th a t an  increasing  n u m ­
b e r of A m erican  Ind ians are try in g  to  balance, 
trad itional an d  contem porary . A nd w ork ing  
w ith  ch ild ren , w h o  w ill soon  b e  balanc ing  
th ese  w orlds, is the b es t p lace  for h e r  to  w ork  
h e r  expertise.
W ith tw o  y ears  a t  M ontana S tate U niversity  
- Billings beh ind  her, an d  her ch ild ren  g row ing  
in to  ad u lts , Wolf Black p la n s  to  re-enroll in the 
sp rin g  o f  2001, m ajoring  in sociology. Then, 
sh e  says, she'll b e  rea d y  to  re tu rn  to  the 
N o rth ern  C heyenne R eservation p rep a re d  to 
n o t just f in d  a job th a t h e lp s  su sta in  her, b u t a 
job th a t w ill help  o thers too. H er goal is to 
w o rk  in juvenile  court.
"I still w an t to  w o rk  w ith  ch ild ren , b u t I
w an t to  know  how  education  really  affects 
them ," she says, c iting  an  exam ple. "I w an t to 
know  how  m any  (children in  the  court system ) 
have d ro p p e d  o u t o f  school."
H er desires w o u ld  p ro b ab ly  b es t b e  served 
on  the la n d  of h e r  peop le  a n d  family. She 
kn o w s in tim ately  h o w  im p o rtan t tha t can  be. 
H er fa ther follow ed su ch  a  path.
W ith h is H arv ard  education  com pleted , Joe 
Little C oyo te w ad e d  th ro u g h  m any  h igh  pro­
file job-offers b o th  in  u rb an  cities an d  on  other 
reserva tions, a n d  finally m oved  h is  family 
back to  M ontana.
"It w a sn 't easy  com ing  back to  the  reserva­
tion ," L ittle C oyote says. "It basically  com es 
d o w n  to  y o u r  loyalties to  y o u r  people."
Little C oyote re tu rn e d  to  the  reserva tion  in 
1978 an d  b egan  the first o f tw o  te rm s a s  a  trib­
a l councilm an. A  key p lay er in  a legal d ispu te  
betw een  the  tribe  a n d  a coal com pany  w an ting  
to  m ine on  the  reservation , h e  h as  since 
w orked  on  several tr ib a l p ro g ram s including 
housing , business d eve lopm en t, education  an d  
in the tribe 's  the econom ic developm ent 
ad m in istra tio n  w here  h e  cu rren tly  w orks.
Still, the  e te rna l ques tion  o f  "W h at if?" 
som etim es p la g u es  th e  57-year-old econom ic 
p lanner. "I cou ld  p ro b ab ly  b e  retired  now ," he 
ponders. " I t 's  h a rd  to  tu rn  those  jobs dow n. 
But I h av e  a sense o f  loyalty  to  m y  reservation. 
I 'm  tied  to the  land a n d  the cu ltu re ."
Leaving th e  reserva tion  can  p u t a  stra in  on 
those  cu ltu ra l ties. T he first to  com e u n tied  is 
often  na tive  language.
Today, find ing  a  fam ily  still speak ing  
C heyenne in the h o m e is rare.
"W hen  I w en t to  school, o th e r k id s  spoke 
C heyenne , n o t m e," W olf Black says. H er 
fa ther is  the  on ly  p e rso n  in  h e r  fam ily w ho  
speaks fluen t C heyenne . English w as  Little 
C o y o te 's  second  lan g u ag e  w hen  h e  w as raised 
by  h is g ran d p a re n ts  a n d  sa tu ra te d  in  the 
C heyenne tongue.
Little C oyo te 's  w ife, B renda, w a s  raised  off
the  rese rva tion  in  an  E ng lish-speaking  hom e. 
Joe an d  B renda b ro u g h t the ir k id s  u p  speak ing  
on ly  English.
"A  lo t o f  peop le  th in k  th a t because w e  d o n 't  
speak  Ind ian , they  th in k  w e 're  less," Brenda 
Little C oyo te says.
But a t 56, the  retired  hosp ital ad m in is tra to r 
says sh e  co n tin u es  to  learn  a little  o f the 
C heyenne language  every  day. A nd  h e r  inab ili­
ty to  sp eak  fluen t C heyenne d o es n o t sto p  her 
from  being  cu ltu ra lly  active.
"T he C reator, H e  still talks to  you . It ju st so 
h ap p e n s  H e talks to  m e in E nglish ," she  says.
Joe L ittle C oyo te says learn ing  cu ltu re  is 
m ore than  learn ing  language. A nd h e  believes 
som e of w h a t is ta u g h t in schools is d am ag in g  
to  Ind ian  p eo p les ' cu ltu re  an d  self-im age.
H e says, for exam ple , tha t teachers ta lk ing  
ab o u t n u tr itio n  som etim es lack sensitiv ity  o r 
an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  reservation . In one 
instance a  teacher ta lked  of a n ee d  for a w ell- 
ro u n d e d  breakfast, u s ing  eggs, toast a n d  ham  
as a n  exam ple.
"M ost fam ilies ca n 't afford to b u y  those 
th ings," h e  says. "F or a  lo t o f fam ilies on the 
reservation , a w ell-balanced  b reak fast m ig h t be 
m u tto n  s tew  a n d  b read . W hat is tha t telling 
them ?"
Little C oyo te  is sp earhead ing  a g ro u p  of 
tribal p ro g ra m s focused on teach ing  ch ild ren  
trad itional tribal practices. O ne p rog ram  in
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p articu la r w o u ld  coup le  in fan ts an d  to d d le rs  
w ith  the tr ib e 's  e lderly  in  a  day -care  se tting . 
G ro w in g  u p  in a trad itiona l en v ironm en t 
w o u ld  " sh o w  th em , dem o n stra te  th a t o u r  cu l­
tu re  is o kay  too ," L ittle C oyote says.
B ran d o n  L ittle  C oyote, 15, A nn ita  Wolf 
Black's o ld e s t son , g rew  u p  sp e n d in g  som e 
su m m ers  w ith  h is  g ran d p a re n ts  on  th e  rese rv a­
tion. T hose su m m ers  h e  describes a s  exciting, 
ed u ca tio n a l an d  som etim es traum atiz ing .
"T hey  m ostly  teased  m e because I d o n 't  
h av e  a  're z  accen t," ' h e  says.
H is  fam ily  th o u g h t su m m ers  on  the  rese rv a­
tion  w o u ld  b e  a  good  w ay  for the  p re-teen  to 
learn  N o rth ern  C heyenne cus tom s. H is  peers 
th o u g h t h e  w as  an  "u rb an  ap p le ,"  an d  d id n 't  
h es ita te  to  tell h im  so.
T he scenario  is fam iliar to  h is  m other, w ho 
suffered  the sam e ta u n ts  w h en  sh e  re tu rn ed  
from  M assachusetts in  the 7 th  g rad e . "I w a sn 't 
w ea rin g  b lue  jeans, an d  I d id n 't  chew  tobac­
co," she says.
F or n o w  B randon is co n ten t liv in g  in  
Billings. H e  insists h e  w o n 't  co n s id er a tten d in g  
school o n  the  reserva tion , m ostly, h e  says, 
because h e  d o e sn 't tru s t h im self there.
"F rien d s a re  a  lo t h a rd e r  to  m ake  on  the  
reserva tion ,"  B randon says. "A  lo t o f  people 
the re  a re n 't trustw orthy ."
Life in  the city  m eans a g u a ra n te e d  su m m er 
job, a  sp o t on the  school sy m p h o n y  p la y in g  the 
v io la a n d  afte rnoons sp e n t learn ing  taekw ondo  
from  friends a t school.
S till, B randon  is 
fasc inated  by  th e  tra ­
d itio n s o f  h is  tribe.
H e is sa v in g  a d ru m ­
stick  g iven  to h im  by 
h is  g ran d fa th e r  and 
an tic ip a te s  the  d a y  h e  
can  s ta rt sing ing  in 
the  N a tiv e  A m erican  
C hurch . H e  is w riting  
a  le n g th y  story, in  a  
no tebook  b o u n d  w ith  
electric tap e , w ith  
A m erican  Ind ian  
ch arac ters  w h o  fight 
k u n g  fu s ty le  in  a 
fu tu re  w h ere  all reser­
va tions h a v e  been  
tra d e d  in  econom ic d ev e lo p m e n t deals.
" I t 's  k ind  of like 'T h e  M atrix ," ' h e  says, 
re ferrin g  to  th e  O scar-w in n in g  science fiction 
film.
B randon  w o u ld  like  to  follow  h is  g ran d p a r­
en ts  b ack  to  the  re se rv a tio n , trav e lin g  the  
H arv a rd  ro u te  they took.
H is v ie w  o f  the  fu tu re  m a y  ch an g e  in  the 
w ays it o ften  d o es  for a n y  h ig h  school fresh ­
m an. R ight n o w  h e  sa y s  h e 's  n a rro w e d  h is  job 
choice d o w n  to  tw o: p sy ch ia tris t o r  b o u n ty  
hunter.
But w h e th e r  h e  e n d s  u p  in on e  o f  th o se  d is­
p a ra te  occupations, o r  so m eth in g  else  h e 's  ye t 
to  th in k  of, th is  m u c h  h e  says h e  know s. H e 
w o n 't  live  in  th e  city.
"It d o e s n 't  h av e  to  b e  the  C h ey en n e  rez ,"  h e  
concludes. "A n y  rese rv a tio n "  w ill b e  fine, as 
long  a s  it 's  w ith  In d ian  people.
Left: W h e n ev e r th e  
Wolf Black family 
g o e s  to  th e  m all 
toge ther, th e y  alw ays 
e n d  their trip with a  
visit to  th e  Rocky 
M ountain C h o c o la te  
Factory. ■'They've g o t 
a  dollar e a c h ,  no  
m ore th a n  th a t....1' 
Wolf Black says a s  she 
b reaks into a  laugh  
S tacie, th e  youngest 
a t  7, leans o n  the  
co u n te r  with Clayton, 
9, b es id e  her. Wolf 
Black laughs a t  
B randon's joke  while 
his friend. A aron 
Buono, looks on. 
Leona, 10. in th e  fore­
ground , holds her 
cookie.
Below, fa r left:
Brandon, 15, is th e  
e ld est child In the  
Wolf Black household. 
He clearly  shoulders 
m a n y  responsibilities, 
from babysitting to  
tak ing  c a r e  of th e  
dirty dishes w hen  his 
m other is o u t running 
errands. He works well 
with his younger 
siblings, m aking sure 
they  a re n 't fighting 
a n d  they  a re  doing 
so m e chores. W hen 
Wolf Black returns, 
she  inspects th e  
ho u se  a n d  c o m ­
m en d s th e  children 
for their h a rd  work.
Below, Left: In the
kitchen, L eona tries to 
pull th e  te lep h o n e  
from her brother 
Brandon a s  h e  talks to 
their father. Clyde 
a n d  A nnita Wolf Black 
d iv o rced  tw o years 
a g o . A lthough h e  is 
no t Brandon's 
b iological father, 
Brandon still says. "I 
love you. D ad ,” a t  the 
e n d  of their talk. 
Brandon w as  born  on 
th e  reservation  a n d  
m o v e d  to  Billings with 
his m o th er w hen  he 
w as  very young.
M o n ta n a 's  Indians 1 9
andless The Little Shell Indians have lived in M ontana w ithout a reservation for m ore than a century. Finally, federal 
recognition is in sight.
S t o r y  by 
]im  W ilkson  
P h o t o g r a p h y  by 
L indsey N e lso n
In B utte 's rough-and -tum ble  w o rk in g  class 
n e ig h b o rh o o d s of the  1950s, the la st th in g  you 
w an te d  to d o  w as look different.
But Larry O lson, a L ittle Shell Ind ian , d id n 't  
h a v e  m u c h  of a choice.
"W e w ere p laced  in the 'In d ia n ' ca tego ry  in 
c lass," O lson  says. "You w ere called nam es 
from  the o th e r kids. It w as a real challenge.
You h a d  to be able to  fight, you  h a d  to  b e  
tough ."
To try  to s lip  p as t h is c lassm ates ' racist 
b a rb s  an d  fit in to  B utte 's largely  w h ite  co m m u ­
nity, O lson  tried  to h ide  h is  Ind ian  b lood .
"M y m o th e r w ou ld  tell us, 'You look w hite  
en o u g h ; you  can get aw ay  w ith  say ing  y o u 're  
n o t an  Ind ian ," h e  says, a d d in g  th a t in h is 
m o th e r 's  generation , "you  m ade  su re  y o u  d id ­
n 't  iden tify  yourself as an Indian."
Still, y ea rs  later, O lson a n d  o th e r L ittle Shell 
h av e  m ain ta ined  a strong  sense of identity , 
th o u g h  M on tana 's  "L and less Ind ians" h av e  
n ev e r h a d  a reservation  o r  even  official federal 
recognition . Instead , m ost h av e  sp e n t the ir 
lives try ing  to  get by  in an  ind ifferen t an d  at 
tim es hostile  w hite  w orld .
W hen the ir saga began  in  the late 19th cen­
tury , the  Little Shell becam e the s ta te 's  first 
u rb a n  Ind ians, m ak ing  th e ir  hom es on  the
fringes of M o n tan a 's  g ro w in g  tow ns.
Before 1892, the  Little Shell tribe lived on 
the T urtle M oun ta in  In d ian  R eservation of 
N o rth  D akota. For m ost o f  the  rese rva tion 's  30- 
year existence, la n d -h u n g ry  railroads a n d  the 
go v ern m en t h a d  left the  Turtle M oun ta in  land  
alone. But by  the 1890s, M anifest D estiny had  
tu rn ed  se ttle rs ' h o p efu l ey e s  to  th e  last rem ain-
t
Larry Olson, a  Little Shell w ho  lives in Billings, 
reflects on  his trials o f growing up  con fused  
a b o u t his identity. "My m other would tell us. 
'You look w hite enough ; you c a n  g e t  aw a y  
with saying you 're  no t a n  Indian,'" Olson says. 
He a d d e d  th a t in his m o ther's  genera tion , ‘you 
m a d e  sure you d id n 't identify yourself a s  a n  
Indian."
in g  "o p en "  land  on  th e  n o rth e rn  p la ins— the 
reservations.
A nxious to  p o p u la te  th e  sparse ly  settled  
p ra ir ie  w ith  A m erican  farm ers, the federal 
g o v ern m en t re sp o n d ed  quickly. O n  the  Turtle 
M ounta in  R eservation, B ureau of Indian  
A ffairs ag en ts  hastily  assem bled  32 C h ip p ew a 
Ind ians to  se rv e  a s  tribal council m em bers in 
o rd er to  h am m er o u t an  ag reem ent to  sell 
som e of th e  rese rva tion  la n d  back  to  the  gov­
ernm ent.
A gen ts m anaged  to  talk  the tribe in to  sell­
ing  10 m illion rese rva tion  acres for $1 m illion. 
T h is in fam ous ag reem en t becam e k n o w n  as 
the "10 cen t trea ty "  for the sale p rice  p e r  acre.
But on e  key  faction of the  tribe m issed  out.
C h ief L ittle Shell o f the Pem bina C h ip p ew a 
tribe  h a d  been  o u t w ith  a h u n tin g  p a r ty  d u rin g  
th e  talks. W hen h e  re tu rn ed  a n d  fo u n d  ou t 
ab o u t the  g o v ern m en t land  grab , he w as  furi­
ous.
L ittle Shell im m edia te ly  filed a  com plain t 
w ith  the  BIA a n d  lo u d ly  d isp a rag ed  the  treaty  
in public . In reta lia tion , the  g o v ernm en t ban ­
ished  Little Shell an d  h is  tribe  from  the  rolls of 
the  Turtle M ounta in  R eservation  w hen  it w as 
reo rgan ized  a fte r the  sale.
L ittle Shell a n d  his peop le  then d rifted  w est 
an d  scattered  to  the  g usty  w in d s of eastern
A rusty boxspring is o n e  of th e  few  rem nants of landless Indians w h o  lived on  Hill 57
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M o n tan a 's  h ig h  p la ins. W ith now here  e lse  to 
go, they e n d e d  u p  on  the  ou tsk irts  o f  G reat 
Falls, H avre , H elena, a n d  o th e r M ontana com ­
m unities.
O lso n  h a s  com e a  lo n g  w ay  from  h is  days 
a s  a  m in in g  tow n  stree t tough . In  h is  freshly 
ironed  b u tto n -d o w n  sh irt an d  w ith  bifocals 
fram ing  h is  d a rk  eyes, h e  looks every  b it the 
en g in ee r h e 's  becom e. But still h e  says h e  lives 
in  tw o  d iffe ren t w orlds.
"B eing a L ittle Shell typifies liv ing in  an  in- 
betw een  la n d ,"  O lson  says. "W e're neither 
Ind ian , n o r  a re  w e  w hite . We w ere  d en ied  from  
the  Ind ians a n d  the  w hites. It w as  d isconnect­
ing  (g row ing  u p ) because  y o u  d id n 't  know  
w h a t to  claim ."
O lson , w h o  n o w  m anages in  B illings on e  of 
the c o u n try 's  few  Ind ian -ow ned  eng ineering  
a n d  arch itec tu re firm s, traces th e  p rob lem  back 
th rough  generations.
"Back w h en  m y m o th er w as in  h e r  20s, h e r  
b ro th er a p p lie d  fo r m em bersh ip  in  the  Rocky 
Boy's R eservation  an d  w as  d en ied ,"  O lson 
says. "T he BIA guy, w h o  w as  an  Ind ian , says 
th a t a lth o u g h  h e r  b ro th er 'ap p e a red  to be an  
In d ian ,' th e  app lica tion  w as  den ied  because he 
w as m arried  to  a  w h ite  w o m an  a n d  therefore 
co u ld n 't b e  a  real Ind ian ."
H e sa y s  fam ily m em bers w ere a lso  den ied  
m em b ersh ip  in  the  Blackfeet R eservation.
"T hey  d id n 't  w an t u s  either," O lson  says. 
"T heir resou rces w ere  already  sp read  so  th in  
u p  the re  th a t th e y  ju s t c o u ld n 't tak e  on  an y o n e  
else."
O lson  en d e d  u p  in Butte, w here  Iris father 
w orked  for the  A naconda Co. d o in g  o d d  jobs.
"H e w as  a  S w ede  from  N o rth  D akota," 
O lson says. "H is  fam ily d isow ned  h im  after 
they  found  o u t h e  had  m arried  an  Ind ian  
m aiden ."
O lso n 's  fa th e r stuck  w ith  the family, though . 
O lson  says h is  fa ther w as  an av id  o u tdoo rs- 
m an  an d  w o u ld  take h is  sons fish ing  a n d  h u n t­
ing in the m o u n ta in s  to keep  them  o u t o f tro u ­
ble on  the streets.
Butte w as ju s t o n e  of m any places th e  Little 
Shell e n d e d  up. O stracized  from  tw o  races, 
they becam e n o m ad s, m oving  from  o n e  m ar­
g ina lized  com m u n ity  to  the  next. A t o n e  poin t, 
they  w ere even  sen t to  C an ad a  in  fre igh t train  
ca rs  afte r being  to ld  th e re  w as a  reserve w ait­
in g  for them  in  A lberta . T here w as  n o  su ch  
reserva tion , how ever, an d  they slow ly  d rifted  
back  across th e  b o rder a n d  in to  T hird-W orld 
com m unities on the  o u tsk irts  o f various 
M ontana tow ns.
M an y  e n d e d  u p  o n  H ill 57.
D ubbed  Hill 57 afte r a g ia n t H ein z  57 b ill­
b o ard  th a t once s tood  there , th e  w in d sw e p t 
b u tte  n o rth w est o f  d o w n to w n  G rea t Falls 
offers few rem inders o f  w h a t it  once w as. O nly  
a  few  ru n -d o w n , a lum inum -sided  trailers, the 
ru stin g  h u lk s  of a  coup le  o ld  F ord  coupes, an d  
various tin  cans a n d  o th e r  ju n k  h id d e n  u n d e r­
n ea th  the  sho rt p ra irie  g rass  a re  left o f  w h a t for 
y ears  w as  the closest the  th in g  the  L ittle Shell 
h a d  to  a hom eland .
"T hey w ere ju s t try in g  to g e t by, liv in g  in 
sh an tie s  a n d  shacks, ea ting  o u t o f  garbage  
d u m p s ,"  O lson says. "T hey ju st su rv iv ed  on 
no th ing . They w ere  the  d ir ty  In d ian s  liv ing  on 
the  o u tsk irts  of tow n . The lead e rs  of th e  to w n s 
ju st w an te d  them  to  d isappear."
Eventually , the  In d ian s  on  H ill 57 d id  d isap ­
p e a r  from  th a t tem porary  hom esite . W ithout 
legal recognition , th e  Little Shell h a d  n o  choice 
b u t to scatter to  the  w in d s  once ag a in , o r  se ttle  
in g o v ern m en t h ousing  in  G rea t Falls.
T h ro u g h o u t the en tire  Hill 57 saga , the  Little 
Shell w ere  figh ting  for federal recognition . 
D enied recognition repea ted ly  by  W ashington  
b u rea u c ra ts  for 70 years, th e  tribe  p u t  toge ther 
a  long  a n d  de ta iled  p e titio n  last yea r in yet 
an o th e r  effort to  rig h t a cen tu ry  of w rongs. In 
late May, th e  Little Shell w ere  no tified  b y  the 
U.S. In terio r D ep a rtm en t th a t recogn ition  
w o u ld  b e  g ran ted , p en d in g  a 60-day  co m m en t 
period . Form al recognition  co u ld  com e w ith in  
the  year.
O lso n  says th a t the  L ittle S hell T ribe is  not 
seek in g  a  reservation ; m em bers ju s t w an t fund­
ing  to  bu ild  housing  for the  tribal elderly, p ro ­
v ide health  care for tribal m em bers an d  pay  for 
o th e r social services.
He said  there w ere som e advan tages in his
you th  of g row ing  u p  off a  reservation.
"1 th ink  the re  w ere m ore educational op p o r­
tunities w here I w as  a t,"  says O lson, a  M ontana 
Tech alum nus. "I d o n 't  th ink  the  v a lue  of educa­
tion is a s  deep ly  instilled  on  reservations."
O lson d id n 't  a tte n d  college righ t o u t o f high 
school; h e  initially jo ined  the N avy  an d  served 
in V ietnam . A fter h is  d ischarge, h e  re tu rned  to 
Butte to  w ork  for the  A naconda Co. as an  elec­
trician. H e says h e  d ec ided  to  a ttend  M ontana 
Tech afte r realizing  o n e  d a y  th a t h e  w as "just as 
sm art a s  the  co llege-educated  g u y s 1 w as w ork­
ing under."
T hough  h e  is con ten t w ith  h is u rban  upbring­
ing, O lson says it caused  h im  to  m iss ou t on 
learn ing  m ore Ind ian  ways.
"T he p lu ses w o u ld  have been learning the 
culture, learn ing  som e of the old w ays a n d  gain­
ing tha t know ledge," O lson says. "I think the 
pride  of being  an  Indian  w ou ld  have been m ore 
instilled."
G loria W ells-Norlin, a  Little Shell w ho lives 
in Bozem an, says g row ing  u p  in the  sm all, farm ­
ing tow ns o f  central M ontana gave her family a 
strong  w ork  eth ic  tha t broke stereotypes an d  
m ade w hites m ore  likely to accept h e r  family.
But there w ere  constan t rem inders tha t she was 
an  outsider.
She says th a t realization w as  m ade  clear 
w hen  sh e  liv ing in  H ighw ood  as a  child.
"I w as in th ird  g rade ," W ells-Norlin says. 
"This boy  m oved  d o w n  from  H avre an d  started  
in on  m e, calling m e a  sq u aw  slu t an d  every­
th ing  else in th e  book. I d o  rem em ber the princi­
pal literally kicking th a t k id 's  b u tt from the  base­
ball field to the b u ild ing  for it, b u t I go t blam ed 
for him  being  rep rim anded . It just go t w orse 
after that."
W ells-Norlin says sh e  w o u ld  often  run  hom e 
from  a  tough  d a y  a t  school an d  ask  her m other 
w h y  she co u ld n 't be "w h ite  like th e  o ther kids."
"You w an ted  to  b e  accepted , you  w an ted  to 
b e  the sam e a s  them . You d id n 't  w a n t to  hear 
you  w ere a  d irty  sq u aw  slu t o r  h av e  k ids tell 
you  to go  d rin k  o u t o f the  creek," sh e  says.
" I t d id n 't  m a tte r  if  y o u  w ere the  best ath lete
Larry Olson d e s ig n e d  th e  p lan  for th e  Landless Indian Tribal C enter. Olson is hopeful th a t  so m e d ay  
th e  Little Shell will b e  a b le  to  build th e  c e n te r  a n d  h e  believes th e  ap p ro p ria te  location  w ould b e  
Hill 57 n ea r  G re a t Falls.
/ /
Instead of 
being
asham ed of 
where we 
lived, instead 
o f it be ing a 
dirty Indian 
shanty town, 
w e 'll pu t 
something 
grand there.
L arry  O lso n  
/ /
T
G loria Wells-Norlin 
a n d  C hief Curly B ear 
w a tc h  a  v id e o  o n  th e  
slaugh tering  of b u ffa ­
lo n e a r  Yellowstone 
N ational Park. 'C h ie f  
Curly B ear is g re a t. He 
is a  m en to r to  m e  a n d  
h a s  h e lp e d  m e  o u t a  
lo t th roughou t th e  
years," Wells-Norlin 
says.
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Back in the 
'60s, you ran 
w ith the 
group you fit 
in w ith and 
you d o n 't  fit 
in w ith a 
higher class 
o f peop le  
be ing a 
Native in 
M ontana.
G lo r ia  W e lls -N o rlin  
/ /
Gloria Wells-Norlin laughs with a  friend a t  th e  Indian Uprising Art Gallery. Wells-Norlin sells her work a s  well a s  th a t o f 130 other Indians a t  th e  gallery 
In Bozeman.
Wells-Norlin g lan ces a t  her husband . G rady, while she  takes a  
b reak  from her te lep h o n e  calls. "She is alw ays on  th a t phone; 
sh e 's  a  busy w om an." h e  says.
Wells-Norlin works in her "studio." her living room  floor, on  a  calf-h ide art 
p ie c e . The lodges on  th e  th e  h ide rep resen t th e  tribes in M ontana.
o r  h ad  the  best grades, you w ere still different," 
says W ells-Norlin, w ho  no tes she  m ain ta ined  a 
"B" average th roughout school.
W hen she w as  15, police a rrested  h e r  for 
d riv in g  w ith o u t a license.
She w as  sen t to th e  Fergus C o u n ty  jail for 
the  w eekend. W hile in  the tiny jail, she  alleges 
th a t a  police officer sexually  assau lted  her. She 
says n o  charges w ere filed in the  case because 
she fough t the m an off, bu t "everybody  in 
to w n  knew  ab o u t it." O n M onday  m orning, 
she w as released from  jail a n d  sen t to  th e  
M ountain  View School for G irls in H elena.
"I d id n 't  know  if I w as tha t squaw  slu t I 
h a d  alw ays been  called, o r  if G od d id n 't  love 
m e, o r  bo th , because how  could  H e d o  som e­
th ing like th a t to  m e if h e  loved  m e?" she 
rem em bers ask ing  herself in sid e  the  board ing  
school.
A fter g rad u a tin g  from  H elena H igh  School, 
she  m oved  to M issoula to  a tten d  the 
U niversity  of M ontana, b u t o verw helm ed  by 
the size  of the school a n d  feeling lost, she 
s ta rted  d ip p in g  into the  local d ru g  scene and 
d ro p p ed  o u t afte r a year.
W ells-Norlin says she felt com fortable w ith 
the d ru g  crow d.
"Back in the  '60s, you  ran  w ith  the g roup  
you  fit in w ith  an d  you  d o n 't  fit in w ith  a 
h igher class o f  peop le being a N ative in 
M ontana," she says.
W hen a  sto rm y  m arriage in  M issoula
ended  in d ivorce, W ells-N orlin packed  u p  her 
car a n d  h ead ed  for Phoenix, looking for a 
fresh start.
In  the sp raw ling , scorching Valley of the 
Sun, W ells-N orlin go t a  job w ith  the police 
departm en t. She also  go t herself in to  a serious 
d ru g  habit.
M etham phetam ines a n d  crack cocaine w ere 
her d ru g s  of choice. She took the  d ru g s  p a r­
tially a s  an  escape from  those  even ts of her 
childhood, she  says now.
"Som etim es th is  s tink ing  village isn 't the 
g rea t place H illary C lin ton  m akes it o u t to  be, 
especially  if y o u 're  an Indian  g row ing  u p  in a 
w hite  w orld , if y o u ’re  in enem y territory," 
W ell-Norlin says, the  p rem atu re  w rink les on
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her face ev idence o f  the  h a rd  life she h as  lived. 
"That village can  b e  horrib le  a n d  ugly."
W ells-Norlin s tay ed  in Phoenix for 10 years 
selling d ru g s, finally m oving  back to M ontana 
after a m ajor overdose.
In Billings, how ever, she found  herself in  the 
drug  scene again. S om etim e afte r she started  
m anufacturing  m eth , she w as arrested  on  a 
robbery conviction a n d  la n d e d  in the S tate 
Prison for W om en in Billings.
A t her low est po in t, s tru n g  o u t an d  locked 
up  in  jail, Wells N orlin  red iscovered h e r  Indian 
heritage. She o rgan ized  a  g ro u p  of Indian  
fem ale prisoners, the  S isterhood of Seven 
Breaths, as a  su p p o rt group .
W ells-Norlin says she h a d  to  take p r id e  in 
her Indian  b lood to  heal.
"I found  th a t I cou ld  read  the  Bible fron t to 
back, b u t there w as  still som eth ing  m issing," 
she  says.
The g ro u p  m ade  contact w ith  sp iritua l lead­
ers a t  the m en 's  s ta te  p rison  in Deer Lodge. 
Their goal w as to  heal an d  celebrate a  s id e  of 
them selves they had  been  to ld  to  forget for 
years. W ith the h e lp  of m entors, the  g ro u p  w as 
soon b u rn ing  sage an d  sw eetg rass and learn ing  
traditional cerem onies.
O nce again , how ever, W ells-N orlin found  
herself in troub le  for being  Indian.
"A  w om an in  the re  told a  guard  1 had  
threatened  to  cu t off h e r  h a ir  a n d  use it for 
voodoo," she  says. "So I w as  sen tenced  to  the 
m axim um  security  w ard  for 30 days."
A  few m o n th s  later, W ells-N orlin w as 
released from  prison  w ith  a  new  ou tlook  on 
life. She settled  in  Bozem an w ith  h e r  husband , 
Grady, w ho  w orked  a s  a d ryw alle r a t  Big Sky 
resort, a n d  h e r  son.
A lthough  ca u g h t u p  read justing  to society, 
W ell-N orlin 's efforts to  p ro m o te  Indian  p rid e
co n tin u ed  to  g row  in Bozem an.
"T he w hole tim e I w as in  p rison , I d id  bead  
w ork ,"  sh e  says. "W hen I go t ou t, I s ta rted  
a tten d in g  a r t  sh o w s a n d  m y ta len t grew . T hen  I 
d id  an  in te rn sh ip  a t  th e  Buffalo Bill C ody  
M useum  in  Cody, W yo. T hey to ld  m e 1 w as 
th e  b iggest d ra w  they ever h ad ."
H er success a n d  renew ed  p r id e  in  her 
Ind ian  heritage in sp ired  her to o pen  the  Indian  
U prising  G allery  in Bozeman.
T he gallery  h as  tu rn ed  in to  a  bonafide  suc­
cess in  its seven years. W ells-N orlin says she 
so ld  over $30,000 w o rth  of a r tw o rk s  in  M arch.
"A t firs t 1 though t 1 w as crazy  to  try  a n d  
h av e  a n  all-Ind ian  a r t gallery  in th e  m id d le  of 
cow boy  country ," W ell-N orlin says. "A s 
Ind ians, w e  h av e  to  strugg le  h a rd e r  to  g e t to 
th e  top. A  lo t o f m y  artis ts  d id n 't  even  back  the 
g allery  w hen  I first o p ened  it. T hey  d id n ’t  th ink  
I co u ld  sell Indian  art in M ontana. But now  
there a re  130 Indian  artis ts  show ing  in the  
gallery  a n d  16 o f  them  even  h av e  S m ithson ian  
aw ards, inc lud ing  m yself."
W ells-N orlin also chairs the  L ittle Shell 
tribe 's  cu ltu ral deve lopm en t 
b oard  a n d  w orks w ith  Indian 
y o u th  field d ressing  buffalo 
o u ts ide  o f  Yellowstone 
N ational Park.
But th e re 's  an o th er cloud 
o v er W ells-N orlin 's story. She 
says h e r  son  still faces m any of 
the sam e racial tau n ts  she 
e n d u re d  a s  a  child.
"T hese crew -cut w h ite  kids 
will say  c ra p  like, 'm ajority 
ru le s ' to  h im ," W ells-Norlin 
says. "R ight here, today, in 
Bozem an. H ow  can  w e heal 
from  all these injustices in the
p a s t w hen  th e y 're  still in o u r  face?"
As a  result, W ells-N orlin  says h e r  son  w ill be 
going to p riv a te  sch o o l n ex t year. " H e 's  going 
to H ead w a te rs  A cadem y (in  B ozem an). W e'll 
have to  send  h im  th e re ,"  W ells-N orlin  says. "I 
d o n 't  care h o w  m u c h  it costs."
She says th e  on g o in g  racism  w o n 't  scare  her 
o u t o f M ontana aga in . "I love m y  h o m e state," 
she says. " I 'll s tay  h e re  an d  figh t u n til th e  d a y  I 
d ie  to  change th in g s ."
O lson  is p u ttin g  u p  h is  o w n  figh t as w ell; he 
w ou ld  like to  see the  Little Shell re tu rn  to  Hill 
57. H is d ream  is  to  b u ild  a  tribal cen ter there.
"It will b e  th e  cen terp iece  o f  o u r  people," 
O lson  says, p o in tin g  in  h is office to a large, full 
color d iag ram  of h is  p lan  fo r the  center.
"It will b rin g  u s  back  to  o u r  people," h e  says 
w ith  o bv ious p ride . "Instead  o f  being  asham ed 
of w here  w e  lived, in stead  o f  it  being  a d irty  
Indian  shan ty  tow n, w e'll p u t  som eth ing  g rand  
there."
Olson stands on  th e  
rimrocks th a t  overlook 
Billings.
Wells-Norlin b re a th e s  
a  sigh of relief w hen  
she h ea rs  her son 
G a b e  co m in g  afte r 
her loud whistles for 
him. G a b e  is building 
a  forf by  th e  stream  
n e a r  their house.
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alance For Deborah Wetsit, guiding future generations down the  path between 
two worlds means leading by example.
S t o r y  b y  
M ary  
K am ensky  
P h o t o g r a p h y  b y  
N ic o le  
C attan eo
l ^ e b o r a h  W etsit's sense of justice w as k indled 
on M ontana's Fort Belknap Reservation. The 
spark  cam e in second grade.
A n A ssiniboine classm ate frequently  cam e to 
school unkem pt. The sh y  7-year-old barely 
spoke a w ord  a t school. H er short, d a rk  h a ir  w as 
n ever com bed an d  h e r  tattered  clothes signaled 
to  even  o ther second-graders th a t the  child w as 
desperate ly  in need  of ad u lt a tten tion . The girl's 
m other w as gravely  ill an d  d ie d  som e tim e later.
W etsit still flashes anger w hen  she recounts 
h o w  the w hite  teacher either ignored  the  child 
o r verbally rebuked her.
"N o  child should  ever b e  treated  in  such  a 
m a n n e r/' she says em phatically. "A nd  w hile  this 
inciden t w as obvious even  to m y  7-year-old 
eyes, Ind ian  children w ere often  subjected to 
sim ilar treatm ent in school. M y sense of ind igna­
tion flared.
" I t w as unfortunate, b u t it fueled m y  need  to 
d o  advocacy. I never w an ted  to  see an o th er child 
treated  like that."
T oday W etsit's life rem ains o n e  of advocacy. 
She's a m em ber of M ontana's Board o f  Regents 
an d  w orks for an  agency in  Billings th a t helps 
Ind ian  foster children. But as strong  as her stew ­
ardsh ip  for children is, even  stronger is h e r
Wetsit talks with Ken Heikes a n d  his wife a t  th e  
re c e n t M ontana S ta te  University-Billings Alumni 
Awards Brunch. Five individuals received  
aw ards, th ree  of w hom  w ere Native Americans. 
Wetsit a t te n d e d  th e  b runch  to  support friends 
being  h o n o red  a t  th e  cerem ony.
cu ltu ral identity.
A nyone w ho  k now s her even  slightly know s 
tha t being Indian  is a t  the  core of everything she 
does, every  choice sh e  m akes. A nd being Indian 
in  an u rb an  setting— a n d  finding success while 
w ork ing  aw ay  from  the  reservation— can b e  a 
d au n tin g  task.
"D eborah is a  very  successfu l w om an ," says 
Rita Som m ers-Flanagan, a  p rofessor o f g u id ­
ance a n d  counseling  a t the  U niversity  of 
M ontana w ho  served  a s  W etsit's  m entor. "But 
she  w o u ld n 't d o  any of it if  she  had  to g ive up  
h e r  culture."
W etsit w as b o m  on the F ort Belknap 
Reservation, w hich  stretches across 650,000 
acres o f p la in s  an d  g rasslan d s in  northcentral 
M ontana an d  is  hom e to  A ssin ibo ine and G ros 
Ventre. H er A ssiniboine m o th e r  is a  m em ber of 
the  Bone C h ip p er band . H e r  fa ther w as 
A ssiniboine an d  belonged  to  the C anoe P addler 
band. She sp en t her early  y e a rs  w ith  h e r  large 
ex tended  fam ily in a  log cab in  near the 
M issouri River.
W etsit's fam ily tau g h t h e r  a trad itional w ay  
of life p rim arily  by  exam ple. C hildren  w ere 
included in  every  facet o f life  a n d  expected  to 
behave so  tha t they could  partic ipa te . D uring 
th e  w in te r m onths, w eek en d s m e an t attend ing  
social dances, h an d  gam es a n d  p ray e r cere­
m onies.
H er cu ltu ra l im m ersion a lso  cam e a t  the feet 
o f her p a te rn a l g ran d p a ren ts , w h o  lived in  the  
sm all reservation  tow n  o f  O sw ego . H er earliest 
m em ory  is of w aking  u p  in  h e r  g ran d p aren ts '
D eborah  Westsit talks with Mickl Little Sun. while M organ Little Sun fixes th e  scarf of her traditional Indian attire. Wetsit is g e ttin g  r e a d y  to  d a n c e  with 
her tribal g roup  during th e  g ra n d  m arch  a t  th e  M ontana S ta te  University-Billings powwow.
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In-C are Network. Inc. 
em p lo y ees  g o  over 
their c a le n d a rs  for th e  
w ee k  a t  their staff 
m ee tin g  o n e  re c e n t 
M onday  morning. 
They are , (from left) 
C lara  Small, a  
C h ey en n e . D eborah  
Wetsit. a n  Assiniboine. 
Linda Jo  Wilkins, a n d  
Tony Herrera, a  
Skokomish. V incent 
Bell, a  Fort Belknap 
Assiniboine artist, 
p a in te d  th e  m ural on 
th e  b a c k  wall.
tipi a t the  O il C elebration  in  P op lar a n d  peeking 
past the tipi po les a t  the  early  m orn ing  sky. H er 
g randparen ts em braced  the ir Indian  culture, b u t 
also respected  aspec ts of the A m erican w a y  of 
life. W etsit recalls th a t in  the  tip i-do tted  cam ps 
a t celebrations, n o w  referred to as pow w ow s, 
the first o rd er o f  the  d a y  w as  raising  an 
A m erican flag. H er g randm other w ou ld  roust 
the g randch ild ren  from  the ir beds, m ake them  
stand  a t  atten tion  a n d  sing  a patrio tic  song.
H er m aternal g ran d p a ren ts  sp en t sum m ers 
living w ith  her family. T hey led  th e  ch ild ren  on  
berry a n d  ro o t g a th erin g  excursions. H er g ran d ­
parents p o u n d ed  m e a t a n d  chokecherries to 
ready  b o th  for dry ing .
W etsit learned  the  o ld  w ays a n d  m ade  them  
part o f w h o  sh e  w as.
But by  ag e  14 p a r t of w ho she w as  becam e 
being som eone's w ife. She h a d  three children  by 
age 20 an d  found  herself divorced. She knew  
she w an ted  to m ake changes in her life, for her­
self an d  for Indian  people. She also knew  she 
cou ldn 't d o  it a t Fort Belknap.
So in 1971 D eborah W etsit arrived  a t  the 
U niversity o f M ontana w ith  th ree children  in 
tow a n d  a goal o f  m ak ing  som eth ing  of herself 
in the w hite  w orld . She w as savvy enough  to 
know th a t credentia ls w ere w hat earned  you 
respect in tha t environm ent.
She w as  a single m om  w ith  an A ssiniboine 
attitude. C hildren  a tten d  every th ing  in the 
Assiniboine cu lture, so  for W etsit it w as natural 
that her children  w o u ld  b e  p a r t o f her educa­
tional journey.
"W hen I m ade the  decision to go to college, 
my k ids w en t w ith  m e," she  says. "N o t to  class­
es every  d a y  b u t to  conferences an d  m eetings. I 
never asked perm ission. 1 figured if people 
d id n 't w an t m y ch ildren  around , then  they 
d id n 't w an t m e a ro u n d  either. M y children 
were ta u g h t n o t to b e  d isrup tive  so that 
w o u ld n 't be a p roblem ."
W etsit observed  the w ays of the w hite  w orld  
an d  ev en  tried ad o p tin g  som e. It seem ed like a
reasonable idea.
In 1974, by then m arried  to  an  Ind ian  m an  
sh e  m et a t  U M , she encoun tered  an  o ld  class­
m a te  from  elem entary  school in  Frazier. D iane 
S an d s w as  a  zealo t for the bu rgeon ing  w om en 's  
m ovem en t an d  he lped  start the  UM  W om en's 
C enter. She urged W etsit to  a ttend  the  w o m en 's  
m eetings. W etsit d id  a n d  d ec ided  m any  of their 
v iew s m a d e  sense.
"There a re  inequities, I though t,"  she recalls 
w ith  a  sm ile. "I rem em ber th inking, yeah, m y 
h u sb a n d  can  ge t u p  a n d  m ake h is  ow n  coffee. 
W hy a m  I cooking his b reakfast every  day?"
Then she w en t hom e to F ort Belknap. H er 
m o th er w as  no t im pressed  w ith  h e r  n e w  a tti­
tude.
She angrily  rebuked  W etsit for n o t fixing her 
h u sb a n d 's  p la te  a t  m ealtim e. W etsit d id n 't
Wetsit c h a ts  with friends while they  aw a it th e  
start o f  th e  g ra n d  m arch  a t  th e  M o n tan a  S ta te  
University-Billings pow w ow. Her attire is a  trad i­
tional Assiniboine buckskin dress a n d  beadw ork . 
She m a d e  th e  outfit m ore th a n  20 years a g o  
a n d  it includes item s th a t w ere  g iven to  her 
over tim e. Her d a u g h te r  Michelle g a v e  her the  
e a g le  fea th e r  fan . The outfit a lso  includes a  
dentalium  choker, a b a lo n e  scarf slide a n d  e a r ­
rings. o tte r fur hairwraps, e a g le  fea th e r  hair 
d ro p  a n d  a  wool shawl.
answ er. "I le t it go ," sh e  says. "I w as  a  sm arty."
Soon W etsit an d  h e r  fam ily a tten d ed  a  cere­
m ony  a n d  feast. T he o ld  w ays overcam e her.
"I just lau g h ed  a t  m yself the  nex t m orning," 
she  rem em bers, "because w hen  the w om en  all 
go t u p , I go t u p  w ith  them , a n d  w e all w alked 
o u ts ide  a n d  sta rted  fixing the  m eal. 1 never said 
a w ord . I ju st g o t b u sy  a n d  m in d ed  m y p late."
In the  Ind ian  w o rld  m en a n d  w om en  have 
clearly  defined  roles, sh e  says, an d  there is 
respect for those trad itions. T he w o m en 's  liber­
a tion  m ovem en t lost its lu s te r for her, W etsit 
explains, because it h a d  n o  m ean ing  for h e r  in 
the  A ssiniboine w orld.
H er fam ily a t  F ort Belknap still keeps h e r  
g ro u n d ed , she says today. T hey gen tly  rem ind 
her w hen  h e r  w hite -w orld  w ay s  b u m p  up  
aga inst h e r  N ative A m erican  trad itions. H er 
large fam ily  keeps h e r  hum ble , she  says.
"They know  every  m istake I've ever m ade,"  
sh e  confesses.
S he 's also  h a d  help  from  unexpected sources.
In 1985 w hen  W etsit w as  acting  d irec to r o f 
N ative A m erican S tud ies a t M ontana State 
University, Blackfeet chief Earl O ld  Person w as 
announc ing  a t on e  o f  the  pow w ow s. W etsit w as 
su rp rised  to  h ea r  h im  call h e r  nam e.
"W hen 1 g o t u p  there, I asked h im  w hy he 
w an te d  m e, a w om an , to  speak ," she says. "Earl 
w as a  very  trad itional Blackfeet m an. H e sa id  
you  have to  realize y o u 're  tire h ea d  o f  this 
N ative S tud ies p rog ram  a n d  th is  is y o u r respon­
sibility."
O ld  Person  k new  the  expectations in  the 
w hite  w orld  w ere  no t the  sam e a s  those on  the 
reservation . W etsit says it w as  a  struggle for her 
to shed  the  reticence th a t k ep t her, as an  Indian  
w om an , aw ay  from  cen te r stage.
"Being the  pub lic  one, th a t's  the  role for our 
m en ," sh e  explains.
Since th a t tim e W etsit h a s  had  to  find  her 
w ay  in tw o  d ifferent w o rld s  a n d  she says it 
w asn 't a lw ays easy. E ven learn ing  how  to  voice 
h e r  op in ion  w as  a strugg le  w h en  she s tud ied  at
/ /
I was trying to  
figure ou t 
mainstream  
culture.
W hen is it 
app rop ria te  
to  speak? 
W hat are  the  
signals to  tell 
you w hen 
peop le  stop 
speaking and 
w hen is it 
app rop ria te  
to  jum p  in?
D e b o ra h  W e ts it 
/ /
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I really feel 
blessed 
because  I 
c a n  live 
a w a y  but 
a lways walk 
b a ck  in and 
have a p lace  
in th a t circle 
— a very 
clear, distinct 
p lace.
D e b o ra h  W etsit 
/ /
Wetsit talks with a n  
interviewer Saturday 
m orning w hen  her 
office w as closed.
She b e g a n  working 
with In-C are Network. 
Inc. in O c to b e r  1998 
a s  a  consu ltan t a n d  
jo ined  th e  a g e n c y  full 
tim e in M arch 1999. 
ICN is a  th e ra p eu tic  
foster c a re  program  
d e s ig n e d  to  m e e t th e  
n e e d s  of Indian 
children.
the  university. Speaking u p  w hen  y o u  w eren 't 
asked w as considered ru d e  in  A ssiniboine life. 
In g rad u a te  school a t UM  she says she often 
found  herself frustrated.
"I w as try ing to  figure o u t m ainstream  cul­
tu re," sh e  explains. "W hen  is it ap p ro p ria te  to 
speak? W hat are the  signals to tell you  w hen  
peop le  sto p  speaking, an d  w hen  is it app rop ri­
a te  to  ju m p  in?"
Professor Som m ers-Flanagan becam e her 
g u id e  a n d  cu ltu ral translator. Som m ers- 
F lanagan says she learned  m uch  from  W etsit as 
w ell ab o u t atten tive listening strategies a n d  the 
value of silence.
W etsit earned  her doctorate in  education  
u n d e r Som m ers-F lanagan 's tutelage, a n d  today 
h e r  form er m entor is on e  of W etsit's biggest
adm irers.
"Being a w om an  an d  a  m inority  is a double­
w ham m y in the  m ainstream ," Som ers-Flanagan 
says.
But she says W etsit h a s  becom e an  astu te 
observer of h u m an  behav io r an d  h as  learned to 
in tegrate  m ainstream  characteristics into her life 
w ith o u t losing sigh t o f h e r  Indian identity.
Reno C harette , w h o  w orks w ith  Wetsit in a 
p rogram  aim ed a t Indian  children, h as  seen 
W etsit d o  just that. W etsit can  articulate an  
Indian  m essage in  a  m an n er tha t non-Indians 
can  u n d erstan d  an d  respect, she says.
W hen W etsit w as ap p o in ted  last yea r to 
M ontana 's Board of R egents she found  herself 
speaking  ou t in  w ays sh e  cou ld  never have 
im agined. She sp en t the  first m on ths absorbing
the responsibilities an d  issues th a t cam e before 
the board , b u t recently spoke o u t strongly  on 
the question  of increasing the  $127,000 salary  
for a n ew  M ontana State U niversity  presiden t.
She says h e r  opposition  com es from first­
h an d  know ledge  of M ontana 's rural poor, m any  
o f  w hom  live on  the  s ta te 's  seven reservations.
"1 am  critically aw are tha t in som e of o u r 
rural com m unities the unem ploym en t rate 
reaches as h igh  as 60 percent to  80 percen t an d  
tha t the vast m ajority of th e  peop le in M ontana 
m ake a  m odest livelihood," she says. "Too 
m any ch ild ren  in  these com m unities [and thus 
adults] d o  no t h av e  ready access to  com puters 
an d  technology an d  there are m any  'h av e  no ts ' 
in m ore w ay s  than financial.
"This inform ation contribu ted  to  m y  stand  
on  the  p residen t's  salary  issues. I know  o u r 
p residen ts are w orth  m ore  than w hat w e pay  
them  a n d  th a t they are u n d erp a id  in com pari­
son  to o th e r states. I k n o w  they are valuable 
assets to  atta in ing  the  educational standards 
w e, a s  M ontanans, deserve an d  expect. I also 
know  tha t $127,000 is a  significant annua l salary  
in  M ontana term s."
She's also  learned to speak  u p  w hen  con­
fronted w ith  the  racial d iscrim ination  tha t she 's  
seen all h e r  life.
"I 'v e  seen too m any  situations w here  peop le 
th ink  because o f  the  cu ltural g roup  y o u  belong 
to, tha t they  can  treat you  disrespectfully," she 
says. "I 've  seen overt d iscrim ination  an d  peop le 
treated very  disrespectfully. A nd 1 th in k  inter­
acting in the m ainstream  cu ltu re  an d  hav ing  a 
sense of ind ignation . I 'm  no t go ing  to  let tha t 
happen ."
O n e tim e it h it too close to  hom e to  let it go 
unansw ered . H er soft voice becom es filled w ith  
anger w hen  she rem em bers seeing h e r  elderly  
p a re n ts  m istreated  in a restaurant.
She w as  tak ing  them  hom e from  M issoula to  
F ort Belknap an d  sto p p ed  to  ea t a t a  4 B's in 
Havre.
"M y p aren ts  a re  very  traditional peop le ,"  she 
explains. "Very qu ie t in presence an d  m anner, 
particu larly  in public  ou tside of the ir hom e. We 
received service an d  o u r  w aitress d isappeared . 
M y d a d  w as try ing  to  signal a  w a ite r a n d  he 
w alked directly  aw ay  from  him . It w as such a 
snub.
"M y d a d  ju st kind of p u t h is eyes dow n.
T hat m a d e  m e so  angry. T hat should  n o t h ap ­
pen  an d  w ill n o t happen ."
She sough t o u t the  w aiter an d  let h im  know  
his behavior w as  o u t o f line. It m igh t seem  like 
a  sm all gesture , b u t "p erhaps the  w aiter w ill 
trea t the  next person  w ith  m ore dignity ," W etsit 
says.
It took  years a n d  courage for W etsit to find 
th a t voice. N ow  she kn o w s she m u st u se  it to 
m ake b igger changes.
"The m ainstream  cultu re w ou ld  prefer I g e t 
w ith  the  p rog ram  a n d  the  big p ic tu re ," she says. 
"I feel like I am  alw ays try ing  to  m ake  m yself 
heard ."
As m anager of the  Shared Vision project, she 
w orks w ith  In-Care N etw ork , Inc., a nonprofit 
agency th a t serves foster ch ildren  a n d  the ir fam ­
ilies. She is w ork ing  to  deve lop  a  culturally  
ap p ro p ria te  m ental hea lth  m odel for A m erican 
Ind ian  a n d  A laska native foster ch ild ren  w ith  
serious em otional disturbances.
Inside the project's su ite  of offices in Billings'
---------
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urban core, visitors can  alm ost im agine they 've 
entered Ind ian  country. The w alls are decorated 
w ith  A m erican Ind ian  posters a n d  artw ork. 
Colorful rugs w ith  geom etric designs are scat­
tered over the floors a n d  d rap ed  gracefully over 
furniture. B ut it Isn 't ju st decor tha t tells visitors 
they have m om entarily  s tepped  o u t of the 
urban m ainstream .
W etsit, a strik ing  w om an  of 49, w arm ly  w el­
comes visitors in to  h e r  office filled w ith  Indian 
images. Soon h e r  d a rk  eyes focus an d  her sm ile 
fades as she in ten tly  explains the  m ission of her 
agency.
"A s native people, w e  have responsibility for 
all o u r ch ildren , n o t ju st biological children," 
she says w ith  conviction. In-Care has helped 
foster families for 14 years, she  says, b u t only 
recently acknow ledged  tha t cu ltu ral identity  
p lays a  role in help ing  Indian  foster children.
"We go  ou t to  the  com m unities to  see w hat 
they th ink ch ild ren  need  w hen things have go t­
ten really bad  for them ," W etsit says. "Tribal 
people w an t to know  abou t the ir children 
w hether off o r  on  the reservation."
She says the m odel d raw s on  the strengths of 
Indian cu ltu re  to  find w ay s to h e lp  the k ids in 
crisis. "W e ask h o w  d o  w e d raw  on  streng ths to 
effect change?" W etsit says.
Wetsit hopes to  help  o ther children by  instill­
ing in them  cu ltu ral values, m uch as she  did 
w ith her ow n ch ildren . She h as  tw o  sons and 
two d augh ters a n d  m ade cu ltu ral heritage cen­
tral to the ir lives, sp en t grow ing  up  first a t Fort 
Belknap a n d  la ter on  the C row  a n d  Flathead 
reservations.
"I w an ted  m y  children  exposed to culture," 
she explains. "1 m ade  a  very  conscious choice to 
raise them  on a reservation. N ot necessarily on 
our reservation  b u t on a reservation, because I 
felt tha t iden tity  a s  a native person  w as so criti­
cal. The reservation  w as w here it w as going to 
com e strongest."
H er children practice native religion a n d  tra­
d itional w ays. H er tw o daugh ters especially 
h a v e  follow ed in  h e r  footsteps a n d  chose 
careers th a t incorporate the ir na tive  values. 
O ld er d au g h ter M ichelle H enderson  ea rn ed  a 
m a ste r 's  degree in  business from  the 
U niversity  of M ontana an d  w orks a s  executive 
d irec to r of A m erican Indian Business Leaders, 
an  organization  ded icated  to encouraging 
Indian  s tu d en ts  to p u rsu e  careers in  business. 
D augh ter C herie Desjarlais is an  atto rney  w ho 
w o rk ed  for the Salish a n d  Kootenai tribes an d  
now  practices law  on  the F lathead Reservation.
Fam ily m em bers w ho  still live o n  the  reser­
vation  p reserve W etsit's role in  th a t com m unity. 
She says w hen  she goes hom e an d  sits in cere­
m ony  an d  looks across the fire she sees peop le 
w ho  have never left the com m unity. They know  
the  cerem onies, they know  the songs, they have 
a  role in tha t particu lar context. She h as  a role 
by  v irtu e  of her family, w hich  has chosen to 
stay  there, an d  because o f  h e r  b ro thers, w ho  
w ere  chosen to have certain responsibilities. She 
h as  w orked  hard  a t  feeling w elcom e on the 
reservation  because it is h e r  hom e an d  family.
"I really feel blessed," she  says, "because I 
can  live aw ay  b u t alw ays w alk  back in an d  
have a  place in tha t circle —  a  very  clear, d is­
tinct place. "
She also tries to renew  h e r  trad itions th rough 
sw eat lodge cerem onies an d  by  dancing  a t occa­
sional pow w ow s.
A t a recent pow w ow  in Billings, W etsit is 
relaxed an d  happy am idst fam ily a n d  friends as 
they m ove to the beat o f a p o u n d in g  rhythm  in 
the circle on the dance floor. H er buckskin dress 
is m ade  m agnificent by the thousands of beads 
she painstak ingly  sew ed  on to  the  dress years 
ago, honoring  a  craft developed  over genera­
tions of h e r  A ssiniboine ancestors.
W etsit believes her life in the  u rban  m ain­
stream  is possible only because of the dedica-
M organ Little Sun. 
Wetsit a n d  Micki Little 
Sun, 13, sit on  their 
porch  on  a  re c e n t 
spring evening . They 
h a v e  b e g u n  taking 
dow n  th e  tipi in their 
front yard  to  m ove it 
to  th e  b a c k  of house. 
Wetsit a n d  her family 
live on  Highway 312. 
w hich h e a d s  north 
o u t o f Billings. They 
o ften  h a v e  p eo p le  
sto p  a n d  ask to  look 
a t  th e  tipi a n d  h av e  
e v e n  h a d  p e o p le  ask 
if th e y  cou ld  sp en d  
th e  night in it.
tion of her fam ily an d  A ssin iboine tribal m em ­
bers w ho  chose to  stay  a t  hom e.
Even though  som e tribal m em bers leave 
the ir reservations, it is the reservation tha t they 
forever call the ir hom e. It is there they go  to 
renew  their sense o f  self a n d  culture.
W etsit says sh e  can  live in  the  w h ite  w orld  
b u t cannot exist a s  an  A ssiniboine w om an w ith ­
o u t those w ho  h av e  s tayed  on  the reservation, 
m ain ta in ing  the  trad itions, keep ing  sacred the 
songs, g iv ing  m ean ing  to  the cerem onies.
"They can  ex ist w ith o u t m e," she says. "I 
ca n 't exist un less som e of m y  peers have chosen 
to  rem ain a t hom e. I o w e them  a  lot m ore than 
they ow e m e."
Wetsit d a n c e s  in th e  
g ra n d  m d rch  a t  th e  
M o n ta n a  S ta te  
University-Billings 
pow w ow  in M arch. 
During th e  g ran d  
m arch  d a n c e rs  from 
m a n y  tribes join 
to g e th e r  in traditional 
N ative A m erican 
d a n c e .
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rothers
M att  and Barry weren't raised with family on  the  reservation. 
N ow  they  toe  the  line between the  white com m unity  they 
know and the  Indian culture they  have begun to  explore.
S t o r y  b y  
Nate Schweber 
P h o t o g r a p h y  b y  
Jeremy Lurgio
It  w a sn 't  long a fte r W illiam  saved  15-year-old 
M att from  hang ing  h im self th a t the  y o u n g  m an 
began  to ask  if h e  could  m o v e  to  the  Indian  
reservation .
M att a n d  his b ro th er Barry, 14, h a v e  lived 
w ith  the ir foster father W illiam  since they  w ere 
a  y ea r  an d  6 m on ths o ld  respectively. They 
h a v e n 't  lived  on th e  rese rva tion  since before 
they  knew  W illiam. M att says h e  s tru n g  the  
ro p e  across h is bedroom — from  the  closet to  
h is  neck— then kicked o v er th e  couch  h e  w as 
stan d in g  on, because h e  w as  feeling alone. He 
says h e  th inks som e o f  h is  a loneness com es 
from  liv ing off th e  reservation .
M att th inks abou t the  inc iden t a  little  m ore
an d  ad d s , "I w ish  I k new  m ore ab o u t m y  cul­
tu re, k new  th e  language , the  trad itions, w ent 
to  m ore  p ow w ow s."
H e  says these a re  the  reasons h e  w an ts  to 
m ove back  to the  reservation . T hat an d  h e 's  
go t ex tended  fam ily  there . T hings th a t w o u ld  
m ake h im  feel less alone.
"Som etim es it 's  h a rd  being  an Indian  in  [the 
city]," M att, a  freshm an in  h ig h  school, says. "I 
d o n 't  know  w here  I com e from , a n d  there 
a re n 't p eo p le  to  teach m e like on  the  rez."
M att a n d  Barry a re  y o u n g  Ind ians grow ing  
u p  in an u rban  setting . Because of th e  sensitive 
n a tu re  of the ir c ircum stances w e 'v e  chosen  no t 
to  reveal th e ir  iden tities. For the  tw o  y o u th s  it 
is d e fin ing  the ir ow n  id en titie s  tha t has left
them  feeling ca u g h t betw een  tw o  cultu res, 
b etw een  the  w h ite  cu ltu re  in  w hich  they  w ere 
b ro u g h t u p  b u t a re  n o t na tive  to , a n d  the  reser­
vation  cu ltu re  they  belong  to  b u t  are o n ly  just 
d iscovering .
T he conflict betw een  th e  tw o  has caused  the 
boys, especially  M att, stress an d  th rea tened  to 
jeopard ize  th e ir  fam ily life.
O n  a tab le  in  M a tt's  room , o v er a  p h o to ­
g ra p h  of h is  cousin  in an  arm y un ifo rm  a n d  
u n d e rn e a th  a  w all hang ing  o f  w ool a n d  feath­
ers th a t h is  fa ther gave h im , is a  w o o d  bu rn in g  
h e  m ade  d u r in g  h is  tw o-w eek  s tay  in an  alco­
holism  trea tm en t cen te r follow ing his su ic ide  
a ttem pt.
T he w h ite  slice o f  w o o d  h as  a  la rge  feather
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in te rtw in ed  w ith  the in itials M.M. etched  in to  
it. In the bo ttom  r ig h t com er, M att w ro te  the 
w o rd s  "N a tiv e  P ride ."
" I 'm  p ro u d  o f  m y  h eritag e ,"  M att sa y s  as h e  
ho ld s the  block. "S om etim es I ju st w ish  I knew  
m ore ab o u t it. You know , all I m ean t by  th is 
w as th a t I 'm  try in g  to  b e  a native."
W illiam  is a Salish K ootenai tribal m em ber, 
sam e as M att a n d  Barry. T h a t 's  w hy  the  tribe 
m ade  W illiam  a n d  h is  w ife  M ary the  boys' 
foster p a re n ts  w h en  the ir biological m other 
ab an d o n ed  them .
"I a lw ays co nsidered  them  m y p aren ts ,"  
M att says. "I n ev e r k new  m y real m om  an d  
d ad ."
M ary m oved  to  a d iffe ren t residence last 
T hanksgiv ing , a n d  since then  W illiam  has 
p layed  Mr. M om . T hough  h e  w alks g ingerly  
d u e  to  ag e  an d  a stroke  th a t h i t  h im  five 
m on ths ag o  a n d  left h is  le ft h an d  functional, 
b u t n um b , W illiam  h as  a  lo t o f spark .
N ever lacking a w isecrack, W illiam  p lays 
w ith  h is dogs, Lacy an d  Brandy, a n d  goes on 
p izza  ru n s  for the  boys. O n e  p ie  for each. In 
the ev en in g  W illiam , the  bo y s an d  friends 
w atch  sitcom s a n d  m ovies on  TV.
"You h a v e  n o  id ea  h o w  it m ak es m e feel 
w hen  these  bo y s a re  u p  here w atch ing  TV w ith  
m e," W illiam  says. "Just a  few  m o n th s  ago, 
th ey 'd  bo th  go d o w n  to  the ir room s to  w atch  
TV. O u r  re la tio n sh ip  h a s  g o tten  m u c h  better."
B om  65 y ears  ag o  on  a M ontana rese rv a­
tion, W illiam left the  reserva tion  w hen  h e  w as 
10 y ears  o ld  an d  d id n 't  com e back  for th ree  
decades. O nce h e  cam e back, h e  p ro m p tly  left 
again.
"I d o n 't  w a n t to b e  like on e  of the  o thers  
w ho  live on  the  reservation . I n ev e r d id  a n d  I
d o n 't  w an t to  s ta rt now. It m akes m e feel like 
I 'v e  been k ep t,"  W illiam  says. " I 'm  ju st as 
In d ian  a s  an y o n e  u p  there, b u t they  k in d a  look 
d o w n  on  m e because I 'v e  lived  off the  rese rv a­
tion  for so long."
A fter h e  sp lit the  reserva tion  a s  a  boy, 
W illiam  sa y s  he sp en t th e  nex t th ree  decades 
ra ising  hell a ll over the  nation . H e b rag s  tha t 
h e  n ev e r w as  convicted  for b reak in g  a  law  in 
M ontana.
U ntil 1973, W illiam d ran k , took  d ru g s  a n d  
se rv e d  tim e in  p rison  for, am o n g  o th e r  th ings, 
a rm e d  robbery.
T h a t year, the paro le  b o a rd  to ld  W illiam  
th a t if h e  g o t bu sted  aga in , h e 'd  b e  classified  a 
h ab itu a l crim inal a n d  h e 'd  d o  life.
W illiam  tu rn ed  straigh t. H e m o v ed  back  to 
M ontana, som eth ing  h e  sw o re  h e 'd  n ev e r do , 
an d  go t a  job a t  a hosp ital in  H o t S prings. Soon 
h is  a u n t in R onan called a n d  said  the re  w as a 
job o p en in g  for a  d ru g  a n d  alcohol counselor.
T hough  h e  n ev e r com ple ted  6 th  g rad e , the  
clinic h ired  W illiam . H e  su b seq u en tly  fin ished 
tw o  y ears  o f  jun ior college.
It w as  d u r in g  th is  tim e th a t W illiam  also 
beg an  h ousing  need y  ch ild ren . T he tribe  sen t a 
succession o f  y o u n g  girls, so m e w ith  bab ies of 
th e ir  ow n, to  s tay  w ith  W illiam  a n d  M ary  until 
they  fo u n d  an o th er hom e.
"T hey  n ev e r s tay ed  long , b u t th e y  a lw ay s 
cam e back ," W illiam  says. " I  a lw ay s to ld  them , 
'A n y tim e  y o u  w an t to com e back, y o u 're  p a r t 
o f m y  family, y o u 're  a lw ay s w elcom e.'"
W illiam  says he h as  such  a  co m m itm en t to  
being  a  foster p a ren t because he w as  in  p riso n  
w h ile  h is o w n  ch ild ren  w ere  g row ing  up.
"If  I w o u ld  h av e  been  the re  w h ile  they  w ere 
g ro w in g  u p , they w o u ld 'v e  tu rn ed  o u t a  lot
d ifferently  than  they d id ,"  W illiam  says. H e 
finishes h is  th o u g h t on ly  b y  say in g  "alco­
holics."
W illiam  says h e  c a n 't  p in p o in t an  exact 
ep ip h an y  o r  ev e n t tha t m a d e  h im  tu rn  the 
p ag e  on  d rin k in g , d ru g g in g  a n d  b reak in g  the 
law. W illiam  on ly  says h e  h a d  a  feeling, a 
n o tio n  th a t a h ig h e r p o w e r w an te d  som eth ing  
m o re  o u t o f him .
"M aybe th is is  it," W illiam  sa y s  looking  
from  the  kitchen to  h is  tw o  bo y s in th e  liv ing 
room . "T he 15 y ears  I sp e n t ra ising  these  boys 
h av e  b een  the  b es t 15 y ears  o f m y  life."
M att a n d  Barry, tw o  p ea s  from  th e  sam e
p o d , are a t  once op p o sites  a n d  sou l m ates.
M att is  stoic a n d  co n tem p la tiv e  w ith  a  sw itch ­
b lade-sharp  intellect. Barry u sua lly  h a s  a  goofy 
sm ile on h is  face a n d  o ften  seem s n o t to care 
ab o u t an y th in g  m ore th a n  th e  nex t v id e o  gam e 
h e 'll play. Both b o y s a re  unfailing ly  p o lite  an d  
ev en  u n u su a lly  sw eet. T hey  rem em b er nam es 
afte r first in troduc tions, o ffer th e ir  so ft d rin k s 
a n d  seats on  the  couch, a n d  ask  how  p eo p le 's  
d a y s  h av e  been.
M att h as  ch iseled  g o o d  looks, an  a th le te 's  
b o d y  a n d  a  m ane  of b lack  h a ir  th a t h e  says h e  
h a s n 't  cu t since 7 th  g rad e . Barry is b u ilt like a 
linebacker an d  recently  sh a v ed  his locks in 
favor of a  m o h aw k  th a t h e  b leached  yellow.
"I tr ied  shav ing  off h a lf  m y  h a ir  o n  New 
Y ear's, b u t I sc rew ed  it  u p ,"  Barry says. "M att 
tried  to  clean it up . T h is w as  th e  b es t h e  could  
do ."
M att w ea rs  w h ite  tank  to p s w ith  a  flannel 
sh irt th ro w n  o v er the to p  a n d  khaki pan ts. 
Barry w ea rs  b u g -ey ed  su n g la sse s  a n d  sp o rts  
apparel.
Previous p a g e :  M att 
a n d  Barry a re  brothers 
like a n y  other, a n d  
e v e n  in their differ­
e n c e s  sh a re  a  
strength  a n d  support. 
“Off th e  reservation, 
Barry is my only tie  to  
m y real family." says 
Matt.
Left: The te e n a g e  
brothers sp e n d  tim e 
a fte r school in their 
b a s e m e n t a r c a d e  
p laying sk a te b o a rd ­
ing v ideo  g am es. 
Usually Barry lets o u t a  
laugh  a n d  m ocks 
M att a fte r  b e a tin g  
him a t  th e  h i-tech 
sk a te b o a rd  v ideo  
g am e .
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T he b o y s sh a re  v ideo  gam es, gu ita rs, 
friends, p as tim es an d  d ream s. T he tw o  fo rm ed  
a  g arage  band  w ith  o th e r  pals . M att p la y s  g u i­
tar, Barry the bass.
"O ff the  reservation ," M att says, "B arry is 
m y  on ly  tie  to m y  real family."
Som eday, th e y  say, they  w a n t to  m ove to 
D enver a n d  p lay  rock n ' roll for real. T hey 
h a n g  o u t a t  a  Boys a n d  G irls club  an d  often 
rock o u t a t  the S unday  n ig h t jam s. T hey like to 
h an g  o u t a t  the m all, shoo t h o o p s  a t  the  p ark  
a n d  they especially  like to  go  to the  F lathead 
R eservation.
T he troub le  M att a n d  Barry s ta rted  to ge t 
in to  coincided w ith  the  fam ily 's  m ove from  a 
sm all tow n  to a  larger M ontana city  a n d  their 
first visits to the  reservation.
The fam ily m oved  w h en  M att w as  in the 
m id d le  o f  8th g rade . A ro u n d  the sam e tim e 
M att an d  B arry 's biological fa th e r m a d e  con-
"N a tiv e  P ride ."
The fam ily— elders, ch ild ren , uncles, 
cousins, s is ters a n d  b ro thers— all beg in  to 
p o u n d  o u t a  com m on beat.
S itting  across from  Josh are h is paren ts, 
Bonnie a n d  G eorge. T hey  are  also  g ran d p a r­
e n ts  to  M att an d  Barry. Josh is the ir uncle. 
Bonnie is firm  in  h e r  conviction  th a t the tw o 
g randch ild ren  w hom  sh e  saw  last A ugust for 
the  first tim e in  14 years, d o n 't  belong in  w hite  
society. They belong, sh e  says, on  the reserva­
tion  w ith  th e ir  real family.
"N ow  they  k n o w  w h o  th e ir  real fam ily is," 
Bonnie says. "O n e o f  these days, they 're  going 
to  tu rn  18 a n d  com e back  to the  reservation. 
T h ey 're  go ing  to  com e hom e."
T he trad itiona l Salish w ay s are  so  ingrained  
in to  B onnie 's lifesty le th a t she  d o e sn 't call M att 
a n d  Barry by th e ir  E nglish  nam es, she  calls 
them  in Salish. M att is M esel, Barry is Pilasuw.
Barry ch eck s  o u t his newly d y e d  m ohaw k b efo re  h ea d in g  off to  a  N ative A m erican leadersh ip  c o n fe re n c e  in Butte. 
He rarely leaves th e  h o u se  without his sunglasses a n d  hair in check .
tact w ith  them  for the first tim e since they 
w ere in d iapers. A b o u t a  year ago, M a tt an d  
B arry 's casew orker se t u p  a  m eeting  w ith  their 
d a d . In the  p as t few  m onths, M att an d  Barry 
h av e  visited  the ir d a d 's  house five tim es. M att 
says h e  a n d  his b ro ther go  to  th e  reservation  
a b o u t every  o th e r week. T here they sp e n d  tim e 
w ith  th e ir  paternal g randm other, g rand father, 
cousin s a n d  seven b ro th ers  a n d  s is ters  w hom  
th e ir  d a d  also  fathered.
"1 go  to  the reservation  a n d  h a v e  a  lo t o f 
fun ," M att says. " I t feels k in d  o f  w eird  n o t liv­
ing  on the rez; it feels like I shou ld  b e  up  
there ."
Jo sh  is ta k in g  th e  su n b u rs t cover off the 
d ru m  tha t h e  and m ore than  a  d o ze n  m em bers 
o f  h is  fam ily will p lay  a t a pow w ow .
Josh is w earing  a ha t w ith  tw o  w o rd s  on it:
Bonnie says she believes M esel an d  P ilasuw  
d o n 't  know  anyw here  n ea r  en o u g h  ab o u t the 
Salish w ays. S h e 's  an g ry  abou t th e ir  lack  of 
know ledge a n d  w an ts  to  teach them  Salish 
trad itions an d  values.
"They d id n 't  u sed  to  b e  in te rested  in p o w ­
w ow s; they 've  never been  to  a m edicine dance 
o r  learned  the N ative A m erican  w ays," Bonnie 
says. "W e v a lue  o u r e lders. A  lot o f tha t is 
m issing from  to d a y 's  cu ltu re. T h a t's  w h a t 1 
w an t to  teach them ."
A t the  pow w ow , M esel a n d  P ilasuw  are 
engu lfed  in  family. L ittle k id s  b u z z  a ro u n d  
them  u sing  them  a s  p u n ch in g  bags, cha irs an d  
jung le  gym s. Biologically, the h an d fu l o f little 
o n es  M esel a n d  P ilasuw  p lay  w ith  a re  an 
asso rtm en t o f cousins, b ro thers an d  sisters. 
A ccording to  Bonnie, though , in the  N ative 
A m erican cu ltu re , they  are  siblings.
"In  th e  Salish w ay," Bonnie says, " th ey 're  
all b ro th e rs  a n d  sisters; uncles an d  au n ts  a re  
m o th e rs  a n d  fathers."
T he fam ily  s in g s  songs, sm okes cigarettes, 
laughs, sm iles, guzzles bo ttles o f  P epsi, p lay s 
tag, d ru m s  an d  dances. M esel an d  P ilasuw  
w ear th e ir  b iggest sm iles in weeks.
"T h ey 're  sta rv ing  to  leam  th is k ind  of tra­
d ition  h ere ,"  G eorge says from  his seat a ro u n d  
the fam ily  d ru m  w atch ing  M esel a n d  P ilasuw  
d o  a trad itional dance. "T hey 're  n o t o u t ru n -  
n in ' a ro u n d ; th ey 're  rig h t here soaking th is all 
in."
G eorge con tinues a fte r an o th e r  long look.
"I t feels good  to  see  them  o u t there. A  lo t of 
Ind ians a re  losing  th e ir  trad itions," h e  says as 
he p o in ts  h is  d ru m  m alle t a t h is g randk ids . 
"T h ey 're  learn in g  it."
M esel a n d  P ilasuw  com e over to  the  fam ily  
d ru m . F ourteen  b ro thers, sisters, m others, 
fathers a n d  g ran d p a re n ts  begin bash ing  o u t a 
beat a n d  sing ing  in  shrill, se izing w ails. Mesel 
a n d  P ilasuw  shriek  along.
"C o m in g  hom e an d  learn ing  the Indian 
w ays is w h a t they  go tta  do; it 's  the ir destiny ," 
Patrick, the  bo y s ' biological uncle, says. " I t’s  in 
the ir blood. It's  a seed th a t's  in them  th a t's  go t 
to  grow ."
P atrick  is w earing  a  trad itional pow w ow  
uniform  w ith  feathers, beads, fur, bells, 
em broidery , sequ ins an d  buckskin . Bonnie, 
P atrick 's m other, m ade  the  costum e by hand. 
As the fam ily d ru m s, h e  dances.
M esel a n d  P ilasuw  sta re in to  the cen ter of 
the d ru m . A s th e  m allets th u m p  it, the elk  skin 
cover pu lsa tes. The fam ily 's seal, p a in ted  on 
the skin, v ib ra tes along  w ith  the beat. The 
em blem  is a g ian t, b lood-red  heart. W ritten 
above it is th e  fam ily 's d ru m m in g  nam e:
N ative H eart. A s the  fam ily p lays, the heart 
beats.
"I love  th is ,"  M esel says. "T his is  w here  I 
com e to  le am  m y cu ltu re ."
M esel, sw ea tin g  from  play ing  th e  d ru m  so 
h ard , goes to  get som e food an d  an o th er Pepsi. 
H e com es back  w ith  a light-gold  p iece o f  fry- 
b read  sm o th ered  in honey.
"L ook," M esel says. "Free frybread."
Bonnie sq u in ts  h e r  eyes a t  h e r  g ran d so n 's  
meal.
"T h a t's  su y ap i frybread ," Bonnie says.
"T hat m eans "w h ite  peop les.' It 's  n o t d a rk  
b ro w n  like sk ad leh  frybread."
Bonnie looks d irectly  in to  h e r  g ran d so n 's  
eyes. "T h a t m eans 'In d ia n .'"
M att looks d o w n  a n d  keeps eating.
T h e  b o y s ' fo s te r  m om , M ary, says w hen  the 
boys s ta rte d  v isiting  the reservation , it sent 
M att in to  an  iden tity  crisis. M att, M ary  says, 
w as h av in g  troub le  "find ing  o u t w ho  he is."
"M att h a d  m et h is father an d  knew  h e  w as 
Ind ian ," M ary  says. "W e'd  a lw ays to ld  him  
tha t a n d  tried  to  get him  to  leam  som e th ings 
abou t h is  cu ltu re  b u t h e  w a sn 't really  in terest­
ed. H e  felt the  d ifference in n o t really  living 
a ro u n d  his family."
W hen he v isits the  reservation, M att says he 
d o e sn 't know  the  r itu a ls  h is fam ily does, 
d o e sn 't k n o w  the  songs they sing , d o e sn 't 
know  the  language  they  speak.
"T he on ly  th ing  I know  how  to  say  is, 
'T h an k  y o u ," ' M att says. " I t 's  an n o y in g  n o t 
know ing  m y  cu ltu re. Som etim es 1 d o n 't  know  
w h a t an y o n e 's  ta lk ing  about."
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M ary calls the  p e rio d  a  "ro u g h  a n d  confus­
ing" tim e. "H e  s ta rted  acting  ou t,"  M ary says. 
"H e  d id n 't  k n o w  w h a t to  d o  w ith  h im self."
M att, M ary  says, s ta rted  to  rebel.
S trangely, it w as  som eth ing  as innocuous as 
a  cu rfew  v io la tion  th a t lit a  fire u n d e r  M att's  
funk. M att a n d  Barry w ere  o u t late on e  n ig h t 
a n d  th e  po lice a rrested  them . T h ough  M att an d  
Barry w ere  w ith  tw o  o th e r  friends, they say 
the  po lice accused  the  b ro th e rs  o f  vanda liz ing  
cars an d  d is tu rb in g  the peace.
"W e d id n 't  do  anyth ing  an d  I d id n 't think 
anyone believed m e," M att says. "1 felt hopeless."
A fter an  a rg u m e n t w ith  M ary  a n d  h is  case 
w orker, M att g o t th e  rope.
T h e  b ro th e r  w ith  th e  m o st in te n se  crim inal 
record  is Barry. It s tem s from  w h a t h e  ad m its  
w as  a  s tu p id , d ru n k e n  m ove January  a  year 
ago. H e  bu rg larized  a sm all g rocery  store.
Barry says h e  w a s  h an g in g  o u t a t  a p a rty  
w ith  a g ro u p  o f  friends an d  they w ere "bo red  
an d  o u t of beer." Barry says because of the 
am o u n t o f  b rew  h e  h a d  a lready  d ru n k , h e  
" d id n 't  really  know  w h a t I w as do ing ." M att 
w as  a t  the  p a r ty  also, b u t h e  d id n 't  know  his 
b ro th e r 's  p lan . O therw ise , Barry sa id , M att 
w o u ld 'v e  s to p p e d  h im .
Barry chucked  a rock th ro u g h  the  sto re w in ­
dow , clim bed  in  a n d  m ade  off w ith  a  b u n ch  of 
beer.
A fraid  of th e  police fo llow ing  h is  trail,
Barry ran  a co u n te r rou te  back to  th e  party . H e 
g alloped  across co w  p as tu re s  an d  th ro u g h  
creeks.
It w as  sn o w in g  th a t n ig h t a n d  police 
tracked  h is  size  13 sneakers back  to  the party.
" I t took  them  tw o  an d  a h a lf  h o u rs  to  find 
m e," Barry says. "A n d  it took m e tw o  h o u rs  to 
find the  house ."
T he po lice cam e in a n d  checked every ­
b o d y 's  shoes, un til they g o t to  Barry.
H e  sp en t th e  n ex t tw o  w eeks in jail. Since 
then , h e 's  b een  on  h o u se  arrest a n d  in  an  
in tensive  su p e rv is io n  p rogram .
" I 'd  like to  live o n  the  reservation ," Barry 
says p ick ing  a  five-stringed , ou t-o f-tune 
acoustic gu itar. "U p  the re  h o u se  arrest is n o t as 
strict, res titu tio n  is easier, a n d  you  d o n 't  have 
to pay  to  w o rk  com m u n ity  service."
Barry ad d s , "You can  w o rk  u p  in  the w oods. 
It's  k inda  like hom e u p  there. I 'v e  th o u g h t 
ab o u t try in ' to  ge t W illiam  to  m ove u p  there."
O n  th e  re se rv a tio n , M att says, he an d  Barry 
sp e n d  th e ir  d a y s  h ik in g  th rough  the  w oods 
w ith  th e ir  d a d  cu ttin g  d o w n  trees to  sell. They 
b o th  love it. T he la s t tim e the  tw o  w ere v isit­
ing, they  cam e d o w n  from  th e  m o u n ta in s  and 
w en t to  a pow w ow . T here they d an ced  around  
a fire, b ea t a  d ru m  a n d  san g  songs un til p as t 
m idnight.
"T hey sh o w ed  m e the  w ords to  s ing ," M att 
says. " I  still d o n 't  know  w h a t they  m ean  b u t I 
h a d  fun ."
T he rest o f  th e ir  tim e they  sp e n d  shooting  
h oops, p lay in g  gu itar, going to school w ith  
th e ir  cousin s a n d  help ing  them  o u t w ith  their 
hom ew ork .
M att a n d  Barry say  th a t som eday, they 're  
d efin ite ly  g o in g  to  m ove to the  reservation.
T heir g ran d p a re n ts  also  believe th a t som e­
d a y  M esel a n d  P ilasuw  w ill com e hom e to 
them .
"T he tim es w e 'v e  h a d  them  h av e  sh o w ed  
u s  tha t th e y 're  com ing  w ith  us,"  Bonnie says.
But W illiam  says the b o y s h av e  m isconcep­
tions ab o u t reservation  life.
"T hey  go  u p  there, they  v isit the ir g ran d m a , 
th e n  they g o  w ork  in  th e  w o o d s  for a  coup le  
h o u rs ,"  W illiam  says. " I t 's  g re a t to them  
because th ey 're  ju s t u p  the re  p lay ing ."
W illiam  says h e  w an ts  the  b o y s g o in g  to 
school off the  reserva tion  because th e  d o m i­
n a n t cu ltu re  is w hite . A lso, h e  th in k s  the re  are 
b a d  in fluences on  the  reservation .
"T hey 're  m y peop le  b u t som etim es I ge t so  
d isg u s ted  w ith  th e  w ay  som e of them  live," 
W illiam  says. "It seem s like  th e y  sh o u ld  be 
ab le  to  do  b e tte r for them selves. It seem s like 
so m e o f  them  ju st d o n 't  care. T hey ju st le t days 
g o  by."
W illiam  says h e 's  d ea lt w ith  a lo t o f inner 
tu rm o il reg ard in g  th e  b o y s ' n ew fo u n d  re la ­
tio n sh ip  w ith  th e ir  father.
"S om etim es I tell the  boys, 'I w o u ld  like 
y o u  to  u n d e rs ta n d  a n d  th in k  ab o u t these  p a s t
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You d o n 't  understand Matt. 
He was thinking his problems 
w ere very small and  he 
d id n 't w an t to  ta lk a b o u t 
them  or go  to  o ther peop le  
for help. Indian peop le  are 
like that. Very few  go  to  
som ebody else for help. 
They've g o t to  help 
themselves.
W illia m
M a tt 's  fo s te r  fa th e r
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15 years. N o n e  of y o u r fam ily  b u t for the  last 
year have tr ied  to  find  u s ," ' W illiam  says 
angrily. "F ifteen years, n o  C h ris tm as  p resen ts, 
n o  b irth d a y  p resen ts. S om etim es th e y 'd  take 
d o w n  o u r n u m b e r a n d  p rom ise  the  b o y s 
th e y 'd  call, b u t they  n ev e r called , th e y  n ev e r 
v isited . It w as n o t on ly  fru stra tin g  to  m e, b u t 
d a m n  b a d  for the  kids."
In  a  d ifferent m ood, W illiam  sees th e  bo y s ' 
v isits to  th e  reserva tion  in  a b e tte r  light.
" I 'm  g lad  the  boys a re  g e ttin g  to  go  see 
th e ir  g ran d m a ,"  W illiam  says. "I w as  ag a in st it 
a t  first because I w as  afra id  I w as  go ing  to  lose 
th em , b u t I 'm  okay  w ith  it  now ."
W illiam says tha t w hen  it 's  all sa id  an d  done, 
he  w an ts the  boys to enjoy th ings h e  never had , 
th ings like a good hom e a n d  a  rela tionsh ip  w ith 
the ir family. Barring m oving  to  the reservation , 
W illiam says he 'll do  w h a tev er h e  can  to  facili­
tate M att an d  B arry 's visits to  Ronan.
"W h a tev e r 's  b es t for th e m ,"  W illiam  says. 
"T h a t's  w h a t I w an t."
W illiam  saw  M att s to rm  d o w n s ta irs  tha t 
d a y  in  June. S hortly  afte rw ard , h e  h e a rd  the 
lo u d  th u m p  of M a tt's  couch  h ittin g  th e  floor.
W illiam  w alked  d o w n  th e  s ta irs  to  h a v e  a 
ta lk  w ith  M att, to  com fort h im  because  h e  w as 
upse t. W illiam  o p en e d  the b ed ro o m  d o o r  to  a 
p a re n t's  n igh tm are: h is  so n  d an g lin g  from  a 
noose.
" It scared  the  hell o u t o f  m e," W illiam  says.
T he ro p e  s tre tch ed  across the  room . The 
c loset b a r  i t  w as  tied  to  w a sn 't h igh  en o u g h  for 
M att to  d a n g le  from . In stead  h e  w as p ro p p ed  
ag a in st h is  o v ertu rn ed  couch , h an g in g  so only  
h is  hee ls w ere  to u c h in g  the  floor an d  the  rest 
o f  h is  b o d y  w as  lean ing  in to  the  noose, chok­
ing  h im self.
W illiam  se ized  h is  kn ife  a n d  c u t the  rope.
"You d o n 't  u n d e rs ta n d  M att," W illiam  says. 
"H e  w as  th in k in g  h is  p ro b lem s w ere  very  
sm all a n d  h e  d id n 't  w a n t to  ta lk  a b o u t them  or 
go  to  o th e r  p eo p le  for help . In d ian  p eop le  a re  
like  that. Very few  go  to  som ebody  else  for 
help . T h ey 'v e  g o t to  h e lp  them selves."
M att sp e n t tim e  in  a  su b stan ce  ab u se  cen ter 
ge ttin g  h e lp . T h ey  took  aw ay  h is  b e lt an d  
shoelaces so h e  c o u ld n 't  h a n g  h im self. A fter a 
fo rtn ig h t h e  w as  in  th e  o u tp a tie n t p rogram . 
M att tr ied  to  o p en  u p  lin es  of com m unication  
w ith  h is  family, b u t w h en  h e  to ld  M ary  he had  
a  d ream  a b o u t su ic ide , sh e  ca lled  the  hosp ita l 
an d  M att w en t back. T h a t w as in  the  beg inn ing  
of Septem ber. In O ctober M att w as transferred  
to a  g ro u p  hom e.
T hen h e  ran  away.
S tick ing  o u t h is  th u m b , M att h itchh iked  to 
the  reserva tion . H e  w as  seek in g  refuge.
M att w en t to  h is  co u sin  Jim m y 's  house.
" I t 's  p ro b ab ly  a good  th in g  th a t h e  cam e up  
there ," J im m y says. "If  no t, h e  probably  
w o u ld 'v e  g one  so m ew h ere  a n d  go tten  him self 
in  troub le ."
Jim m y h id  M a tt for a  few  days, b u t  so o n  a 
frie n d 's  m o m  recogn ized  h im , figu red  o u t h e  
w a s  on  the  ru n , a n d  called police.
M att w as  se n t to a long-term  g ro u p  hom e. 
All a n d  all, h e  w as  g o n e  fou r m onths. 
F ortunate ly , w h ile  locked in th e  g ro u p  hom e 
h e  d id  a ll h is  m a k e u p  h o m e w o rk  so h e  could  
s te p  back  in to  h ig h  school.
N ow , m o n th s  later, fo lks say  M att is do ing  
fine.
"H e 's  d o in g  a  lo t b e tte r  now ," Jim m y says. 
"A ll th a t s tu ff w h e n  h e  w a s  ru n n in ' aw ay  an d  
sh it, 1 d o n 't  see  an y  o f  th a t k ind  of a ttitu d e  
anym ore ."
W illiam  agrees.
"If  h e  h a s  a  p ro b lem  now , w e  talk  ab o u t it. 
W e n ev e r u se d  to  d o  th a t before," W illiam 
says. "H e u sed  to  h o ld  ev e ry th in g  in."
M att says h is  d ep re ss io n  s tem m ed  from  
m a n y  things: a liena tion , fru stra tion , su b ­
stances. But, M att says, i t 's  g one  now . A nd  his 
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  h is  fam ily  is  m u c h  better.'T t's  
go tten  a  lo t b e tte r  w ith  M ary," M att says. "A nd  
w ith  W illiam , i t 's  g rea t."
"C 'm o n  boys!"  W illiam  b e llo w s  d o w n  the 
sta irs . "W e g o t to  ge t go ing ."
M att tro ts  u p , w aves, a n d  d ash es  in to  the 
show er. Barry, sh a k in g  h is  h ead , p lo d s  up  the 
sta irs  h o b b led  b o th  by  s leep iness a n d  an  ankle 
h e  sp ra in ed  p la y in g  basketba ll on  the  reserva­
tion. H e p u ts  on  h is m irro red  sung lasses an d  
grins.
M att an d  Barry a re  off to a N ative  A m erican 
le ad e rsh ip  conference in  Butte.
A long  w ith  20 o th e r  N a tiv e  A m erican  s tu ­
d en ts  from  th e ir  h o m eto w n , they 'll a tten d  
w o rk sh o p s  a b o u t self-esteem , conflict reso lu­
tion  a n d  In d ian  history.
"T hey  say  they  w a n t to  le am  a b o u t their 
cu ltu re ,"  W illiam  sa y s  w ith  a sm ile. "T his is 
w h a t I can  d o  for them ."
M att h as  vo iced  h is  concerns to  h is  foster
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d a d  a b o u t n o t k n o w in g  h is  cu ltu re . T h e  e ld er says 
it 's  n o t exactly  like M att p o r tra y s  it. W illiam  says 
M att tu rn e d  d o w n  in v ita tio n s  to  b o th  th e  Kyi-Yo 
p o w w o w  in  M issou la a n d  o n e  in  A rlee  la st year.
"You can  tell p eo p le  you  w an t to  go  to  p o w ­
w o w s,"  W illiam  says p re te n d in g  h e 's  ta lk ing  to 
M att. "B ut d o n 't  fo rget, y o u 're  th e  on e  w h o  d id n 't  
w a n t to  go ."
W illiam  a lso  says the re  a re  m any  b o o k s  a ro u n d  
th e  h o u se  th a t M att can  read , b u t d o esn 't. W illiam  
sa y s  h e 'll te ll M att all the  sto ries h e  k n o w s and 
h e 'll con tac t e ld e rs  on the  rese rva tions for any th ing  
h e  c a n 't  teach.
"1 w an ted  to  enroll them  in an  Ind ian  history 
class in St. Ignatius, b u t the  boys d id n 't  w an t to go,"
W illiam  says. "I asked  the judge, 'W h a t d o  I d o  if 
they d o n 't  w an t it? ' H e said  it w as no  fau lt o f m ine."
W ith  a g rin , M att confesses h is b iggest m o tiv a ­
tion  for go ing  to  the conference. "W e g e t to  m iss 
o u t on  th ree  d a y s  of school," h e  says.
A s a n  exam ple  of the  n ew fo u n d  com m unication  
lines b e tw e en  W illiam  a n d  M att, th e  y o u n g  m an  
sa id  h e  w as  th in k in g  a b o u t qu ittin g  school an d  
go ing  in to  e ith e r an  a lte rn a tiv e  h ig h  school o r  the 
job corps.
"I d o n 't  really  like school. I a lw ays tu rn  m y 
p a p e rs  in  late. I g e t C ’s  n ’ stu ff," M att says. "I d o n 't 
like  g e ttin ' u p  a n d  g o in ' to  class."
W illiam  says h e 'd  p refer if M att ro d e  ou t 
a n o th e r  year, b u t h e 's  n o t go ing  to  force the  young  
m a n  to d o  any th ing .
" I 'm  n o t g o in g  to try  to  keep  h im  in  school, he 'll 
ju s t tu rn  on  'y a ,"  W illiam  says. "M y p a re n ts  m ade  
m e go  to  schoo l w hen  they  w ere sober. W hen they 
w eren ’t the  tru a n t officer w ou ld . I 'd  g o  in  the d o o r 
an d  o u t th e  w indow ."
W illiam 's sto ry  goes on. "I go t B arry 's last 
rep o rt ca rd  in  the  m ail a n d  it w as full o f n o th in ' 
b u t A 's a n d  B's!" h e  exclaim s. " H e 'd  g o tten  m aybe 
th ree B's befo re  in h is  life. I says, 'A re  you  su re  you 
go t the  r ig h t ca rd ? ' Barry says, 'W ake m e u p  a t  6:30 
tom orrow ; I go tta  be a t school a t  7:30.' I says,
'W h a t in  the  hell fo r? ' H e says, 'For a  m eeting .' 1 
com e to  find o u t h e 's  on  the  s tu d e n t council!"
W illiam  w heezes, chuckles a n d  b rin g s h is  rig h t 
h and  a n d  his n u m b  h an d  to  h is belly.
"I says to  h im , 'You h av e  no  idea h o w  p ro u d  I 
am  o f y o u ," ' W illiam  says.
M att g o es  d o w n  to  h is  room  for a  flannel sh irt 
to  th ro w  o v er h is  w h ite  tank  top . The sh irt is  ly ing 
on  the  couch , th e  sam e on e  h e  tip p ed  o v er to  try  to 
h an g  him self. As h e  g rabs th e  sh irt, h e  looks over 
a t  h is  w all. T he deco ra tions there sym bolize  alm ost 
ev e ry th in g  M att h as  been  th ro u g h  in th e  last year.
From  a nail h an g s a  d ream  ca tcher w ith  a  g o ld ­
en  eag le  fea ther h is  father g av e  h im . It represen ts 
the ir re la tio n sh ip  a n d  M att's  d iscovery  o f  h is  cul­
ture. A  few  feet u n d ern e a th  is a g has tly  penc il p ic ­
tu re  M att d rew  of a m an  being  h an g ed . Behind 
them  b o th  is a m irro r th a t sh o w s M att's  reflection.
M att looks in the m irro r a n d  p au ses. H e  ru n s  h is 
fingers th ro u g h  h is  w et h a ir  a n d  jogs u p  the  stairs.
A s W illiam  th row s an  arm  a ro u n d  M att and 
Barry, i t 's  ap p a ren t tha t h e 's  d e te rm in ed  the  fam ily 
will su rv ive . S om ew here betw een  th e  reservation  
an d  the  city, b e tw een  the  fam ily the  b o y s  know  an d  
the  fam ily th e y 're  m eeting, betw een  M att an d  
M esel, b e tw een  Barry a n d  P ilasuw , the  b ro thers 
an d  th e ir  fam ily  w ill surv ive.
"W e've b een  th rough  u p s  an d  d o w n s  a s  a fam ily 
an d  th ese  bo y s h av e  b een  th ro u g h  u p s  an d  
d o w n s,"  W illiam  says. "N o  m a tte r  w h a t e ith e r of 
them  d o  o r  w h ere  e ither of them  e n d  u p , I tell 
them , 'W h a tev e r you  d o , I'm  here  to  b ack  you  up
a n d  su p p o r t you . M att walks hom e from a  g rocery  store in his family's n e ighborhood  with a n  18-pack  of C oca-C o la . M att says th a t h e
A n d  the  fam ily  d riv es  off. Together. thinks so m e of his loneliness co m es  from living off th e  reservation.
